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Research of language learning strategies began in the 1960s (Williams and Burden,
1997). The research studies on language learning strategies are influenced by the
developments in cognitive psychology. “Identifying what good language learners report they
do to learn a second or foreign language, or, in some cases, are observed doing while
learning a second or foreign language(Rubin and Wenden, 1987,p.19)” was the main
concern in most of the research studies on language learning strategies. Aaron Carton (1966)
carried out the first attempt on learner strategies in his study “ The Method of Inference in
Foreign Language Study”. In 1971, Rubin did research on successful learners’ strategies.
Rubin (1975) categorized language learning strategies into two groups, direct and indirect
methods. Moreover, many researchers, like Wong-Fillmore (1976), Tarone (1977), Naiman
et al. (1978), Bialystok (1979), Cohen and Aphek (1981), Wenden (1982), Chamot and
O’Malley (1987), Politzer and McGroarty (1985), Conti and Kolsody (1997) and so forth,

all studied learning strategies used by foreign language learners.
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Introduction

Research of language learning strategies began in the 1960s (Williams and Burden, 1997).
The research studies on language learning strategies are influenced by the developments in
cognitive psychology. “Identifying what good language learners report they do to learn a second or
foreign language, or, in some cases, are observed doing while learning a second or foreign
language(Rubin and Wenden, 1987,p.19)” was the main concern in most of the research studies on
language learning strategies. Aaron Carton (1966) carried out the first attempt on learner strategies
in his study “ The Method of Inference in Foreign Language Study”. In 1971, Rubin did research on
successful learners’ strategies. Rubin (1975) categorized language learning strategies into two
groups, direct and indirect methods. Moreover, many researchers, like Wong-Fillmore (1976),
Tarone (1977), Naiman et al. (1978), Bialystok (1979), Cohen and Aphek (1981), Wenden (1982),
Chamot and O’Malley (1987), Politzer and McGroarty (1985), Conti and Kolsody (1997) and so

forth, all studied learning strategies used by foreign language learners.

Definitions of Language Learning Strategies

Many researchers tried to define the term language learning strategy. Wenden and Rubin
(1987, p.19) defined learning strategies as  ...any sets of operatons, steps, plans, routines used by
the learner to facilitate the obtaining, storage, retrieval, and use of information.” Richards and Platt

(13

(1992, p.209) defined that learning strategies are * intentional behavior and thoughts used by
learners during learning so as to better help them understand, learn, or remember new information.”
Faerch Claus and Casper (1983, p.67) defined learning strategy as ““ an attempt to develop linguistic
and sociolinguistic competence in the target language.” Stern’s (1992, p.261) definition of learning
strategy is, “ the concept of learning strategy is dependent on the assumption that learners

consciously engage in activities to achieve certain goals and learning strategies can be regarded as
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broadly conceived intentional directions and learning techniques. ” Weinstein and Mayer (1986)
described language learning strategies as the specific behaviors and thought processes that the
learner took to improve acquisition of information. Chamot (1987) defined language learning
strategies as techniques, approaches or deliberate actions which students used to assist learning
and recalling both linguistic and content information. Oxford’s (1990) definition is that language
learning strategies were particular actions used by the learner to make language learning more
successful, enjoyable, self-directed, and effective. Cohen (1981) stated that language learning
strategies can be defined as the process chosen by learners to improve the learning of a foreign
language through the storage, retention, recall, and application of information about the language.

Different researchers have different definitions of language learning strategies.

Taxonomy of Language Learning Strategies

Many scholars (Wenden and Rubin, 1987; O’Malley et al. 1985; Oxford, 1990; Stern,1992;
Ellis, 1994, etc.) have ever tried to classify Language Learning Strategies.
Language Learning Strategies are considered as consciousness by some researchers such as
Weinstein and Mayer (1986) and Oxford (1990), while others viewed it as unconsciousness. Some
taxonomies of language learning strategies depicted by Rubin’s (1987), Oxford’s (1990),
O’Malley’s (1985), and Stern’s (1992) are introduced as follows.

A. Rubin’s (1987) Classification of Lanquage Learning Strategies

Rubin distinguished direct and indirect strategies contributing to learning. Rubin stated
that there were three types of strategies employed by learners : “ Learning Strategies”,
“Communication Strategies”, and “Social Strategies”.

1. Learning Strategies
Learning strategies include two main parts: “Cognitive Learning Strategies” and
“ Metacognitive Learning Strategies”.

- Cognitive Learning Strategies: The steps used in learning that require direct analysis,
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transformation, or synthesis of learning materials.

- Metacognitive Learning Strategies: These include strategies used to oversee, regulate or

self-direct language learning. Processes like planning, prioritizing, setting goals, and
self-management are included.

2. Communication Strategies
These strategies are used when speakers have some difficulties in communication.

3. Social strategies
Active learners use social strategies more to get more opportunities to practice the target
language (Rubin and Wenden, 1987).

B. Oxford’s (1990) Classification of Language Learning Strategies

Oxford (1990) classified language learning strategies into two main categories, direct and

indirect methods. The strategies are subdivided into 6 groups: Memory, Cognitive and

Compensation Strategies belong to direct methods. Metacognitive, Affective, Social strategies

belong to indirect methods (see Table 1). The definitions of the six categories are as follows:

1. Memory strategies: The strategies used to store information.

2. Cognitive strategies: The strategies used to make learning meaningful.

3. Compensation strategies: The strategies used to help learners overcome gaps in
communication.

4. Metacognitive strategies: The strategies used to help learners regulate their learning.

5. Affective strategies: The focus of these strategies is on the learner’s emotional requirements.

6. Social strategies: The strategies used to increase interaction with the target language.

Table 1

Oxford’s Language Learning Strategy System (Oxford, 1990,P.17)

DIRECT STRATEGIES

1. Memory Strategies
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A. Creating mental linkages
1. Grouping
2. Associating/Elaborating
3. Placing new words into a context
B. Applying images and sounds
1. Using imagery
2. Semantic mapping
3. Using keywords
4. Representing sounds in memory
C. Reviewing well
1. Structured reviewing
D Employing action
1. Using physical response or sensation
2. Using mechanical technique
Il. Cognitive Strategies
A. Practicing
1. Repeating
2. Formally practicing with sounds system
3. Formally practicing writing system
4. Recognizing and using formulas and patterns
5. Recombing
B. Receiving and sending messages
1 Getting the idea quickly
2.Using resources for receiving and sending message
C. Analyzing and reasoning

1. Analyzing expressions
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2. 1. Analyzing contrastively(across languages)

3. Translating
4. Transferring
D. Creating structure for input output
1. Taking notes
2. Summarizing
3. Highlighting
lll. Compensation Strategies
A. Guessing intelligently
1. Reasoning deductively
2.Using linguistic clues
3. Using other clues
B. Overcoming limitations in speaking and writing
1. Switching to the mother tongue
2.Using mime or gesture
3. Avoiding communication partially or totally
4. Selecting the topic
5. Adjusting or approximating the message
6. Coining words
7. Using a circumlocution or synonym

8. Getting help

INDIRECT STRATEGIES

1. Metacognitive Strategies
A. Centering your learning

1. Overviewing and linking with already material
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2. Paying attention
B. Arranging and Planning your learning
1. Finding out about language learning
2. Organizing
3. Setting goals and objectives
4. Planning
5. ldentify the purpose of a language task
6. Planning for a language task
7. Seeking practice opportunities
C. Evaluating your learning
1. Self-monitoring
2. Self-evaluating
I. Affective Strategies
A. Lowering your anxiety
1. Using progressive relaxation, deep breathing, or meditation
2. Using music
3. Using laughter
B. Encouraging yourself
1. Making positive statements
2. Taking risks wisely
3. Rewarding yourself
C. Taking your emotional temperature
1. Listening to your body
2. Using a checklist
3. Writing a language diary

4. Discussing your feeling with someone else
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. Social Strategies

A. Asking questions

1. Asking for clarification

2. Asking for verification

3. Asking for correction
B. Organizing network

1. Making friends with peers

2. Making friends with proficient users of the new language
C. Cooperating with others

1. Cooperating with peers

2. Cooperating with proficient users of the new language
D. Empathizing with other

1. Developing cultural understanding

2. Becoming aware of other’s thoughts and feeling

C. O’Malley’s (1985) Classification of Language Learning Strategies

O’Malley et al. (1985) classified language learning strategies into three main subcategories:
Metacognitive Strategies, Cognitive Strategies, and Socioaffective Strategies. These
strategies are further explained as follows.

1. Metacognitive Strategies

The metacognitive strategies include planning for learning, thinking about the learning

process , monitoring of one’s production or comprehension, and evaluating learning after an
activity is finished.

2. Cognitive Strategies

Cognitive strategies involve more direct manipulation of the learning material itself.
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The most important cognitive strategies include repetition, resourcing, translation, grouping,

note taking, deduction, recombination, imagery, auditory representation, key work,
contextualization, elaboration, transfer, inference.
3. Socioaffective Strategies
The socioaffective strategies are related with social-mediating activity and transacting
with others. For example, cooperation and question for clarification are the major

socialaffective strategies (Brown, 1987).

D. Stern’s (1992) Classification of Language Learning Strategies

According to Stern (1992:262-266), there are five main language learning strategies.
1. Management and Planning Strategies
The strategies are related with learners’ intention to direct their own learning. With these
strategies, the learners can control their own learning when assisted by their advisers.
2. Cognitive Strategies
Cognitive strategies are used in learning that require direct analysis, transformation, or
synthesis of learning materials.
3. Communicative-Experiential Strategies
The strategies are used to avoid interrupting the flow of communication (Stern 1992,
p.265).
4. Interpersonal Strategies
Learners use interpersonal strategies to monitor development and evaluate performance
in learning.
5. Affective Strategies
Learning training on affective strategies can help students to face the emotional
difficulties and to overcome them (Stern 1992).

Factors Influencing Strategy Use
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Many researchers have studies factors related to strategy use of language learning, as shown
in a review by Oxford (1989). These factors include: (a) target language; (b) proficiency; (c) degree
of metacognitive awareness; (d) gender; (e) affective variables such as motivation, attitudes, and
language goals; (f) personality traits; (g) personality type; (h) learning style ; (i) field of
specialization; (j) nation origin; (k) aptitude; (I) language teaching methods; (m) task requirements,

and (n) type of strategy training.

Gender and Strategy Use

According to the following studies, females use language learning strategies significantly more
often than males. For example, in Nyikos’ and Croolall’s (1877) study of 1,200 university foreign
language students, the results showed that females used learning strategies significantly more
frequently than males. Green and Oxford’s study (1995) of 374 university students showed a similar
result. More specifically, Politzer’s (1983) found the females and males used learning strategies
differently to learn a second language; females tended to engage in second- language social
interactions with others more than males. Bacon’s (1992) study investigated the strategy use in
listening to authentic second language text, and found that females significantly used more
metacognitive strategies than males. In Oxford et al.’s (1993) study of high school students learning
Japanese, females usually used cognitive strategies, social strategies and affective strategies more
frequently than males. To sum up, the studies above showed that females had a inclination toward
using learning strategies significantly more often than males.

Most studies on greater differences have shown that females use language learning strategies
significantly more often than males, but there was still contradictory evidence. For example, Tran’s
(1988) study of Vietnamese women immigrating to the U.S. showed that females used fewer
language learning strategies than males. Tran assumed that the result might be influenced by their

employment situations, gender or ethnicity.
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English Proficiency and Strategy Use

Researchers in second language learning pointed out that successful language learners
constantly used a variety of strategies to help them in language learning. Rubin’s research (1975)
found that good language learners tended to use various strategies to learn vocabulary effectively.
Ahmed (1989) stated that good learners were more conscious of learning new words. They put more
attention on collocation, spelling, and contextual learning. On the contrary, the poor learners seldom
use the dictionary and often ignored unknown words. Generally, they kept a passive attitude in
language learning. Another study done by Schouten-van Parreren (1989) examined the relationship
between students’ English proficiency level and their use of vocabulary strategies. The study
showed that, compared to good language learners, weak learners tended to ignore the context and
pay more attention on problematic words. Also, they could not generalize the meanings of new
words from words they had learned.

A study on how different vocabulary learning strategies were related to language learning
outcomes was done by Gu and Johnson (1996). The participants in the study include 850 university
EFL students in China. They found that both vocabulary size and general proficiency were
consistently predicted when learners had self-initiation, selective attention, and deliberate activation
of newly learned words. They study also showed that other predictors of success in language
learning included contextual learning, dictionary, and note-taking strategies. Furthermore, a more
recent study (Kojic-Sabo & Lightbown, 1999) of 47 ESL and 43 EFL students had similar findings.
It suggested that “time and learner independence were the two measures most closely related to
success in vocabulary learning and higher overall English proficiency” (p.176).

Porte (1988) interviewed 115 EFL teenager learners who had poor performance in learning
foreign languages. The aim of this study was to find out the ways they used to learn new words. The
results showed that low achievers could not employ vocabulary learning strategies properly.
Consequently, it is suggested that teachers had better help low achievers to adopt strategies in

appropriate time.
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Major and Strategy Use

Only a few studies examined major difference in strategy use. For example, Chang’s study
(1992) found that the field of specialization affected the use of language learning strategy.
Participants majoring in Humanities, Social, and Education overall adopted language learning
strategies more frequently than those majoring in Science. Chang’s findings verified the other
studies conducted by Oxford and Nyikos’ (1989), and Politzer and McGroarty (1985), which
revealed that university students of Humanities, Social Science and Education majors used
functional practice strategies more frequently than technical majors. Nyikos & Crookall’s study
(1987) showed a similar result which suggested university majors had a statistically significantly
influence on strategy use of language learning.

Furthermore, Yang’s study (1994) revealed that student’ majors made a significant difference
in their strategy use, especially in categories such as functional practice strategies, metacognitive
strategies, and social strategies. The studies above proved that the field of specialization (majors)
did affect the strategy use of language learning.

In brief, the aforementioned studies proved that various factors related closely to language
strategy use. Among these factors, gender, English proficiency, and major are three factors that were

explored in this study.
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Conclusion

The background, definitions, taxonomy of language learning strategies have been explored in
this study. Factors influencing strategy use have also been discussed in this study. Teachers should
know language learning strategies well in order to help language learners exploit appropriate
learning strategies while learning English. As long as English learners get familiar with language

learning strategies and keep practicing using them, they will eventually learn English well in the
long run.
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