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Investigating Language Learning Strategies

--- Implications from Previous Research
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Abstract

The development of learning strategy studies originated from the trend of _

ucational psychology, which shifted from behaviorist influences to cognition
phasized in the 1950s-1960. In second language learning field, language learning
as been seen as a kind of problem-solving process. Strategies used by learners play a
1gmf1cant role in affecting students’ learning process and learning effects. This study
gvxewed and summarized previous research done in language learning strategy field,
: ming to provide a holistic view of language learning strategy study development and
sults. The author categorized related studies in terms of studies in language learning
ategies, and studies in language learning strategy training. At the end of this
earch, six implications from the review results were concluded.
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Investigating Language Learning Strategies

--- Implications from Previous Research

The development of learning strategy studies originated from the trend of
educational psychology, which shifted from beliaviorist influences to cognition
emphasized in the 1950s-1960s. Learning became knowledge acquisition instead of a
mechanistic process of response dominated educational practice. And learners became
active processors of ‘information instead of passive recipients of knowledge (see
Huang, 1997; Mayer, 1992). According to Dansereau (1978), before the mid-1950s,
behaviorism pervaded educational psychology. Starting from the 1950s, there was an
increasing emphasis on more complex behaviors, such as problém-solving and
language processing. The failure of behaviorism led the success of cognitive
psychology. The cognitive psychologists emphasized learners’ role in organisms’
manipulations of incoming stimuli in predicting responses and developed procedures
to identify strategies. Not until the early 1970s had cognitive findings a substantial
impact on education. Much of the impact lied in the area of learning strategy
improvement (p. 3).

In language learning field, researchers (e.g., Wenden, 1987) claimed that,
“research on learner strategies in the domain of second language learning may be
viewed as a part of the general area of research on mental processes and structures
that constitute the field of cognitive science” (p. 6). Carton (1966) first made the
assumption that learners differed in the ability to make valid and reasonable
inferences. Starting from Carton, language learning has been seen as a kind of
problem-solving process for many language educators (see Rubin, 1987). Moreover,
Kaplan (1998) reviewed the literature on general learning strategies and discussed the
literature on learning strategies from psychological research. He found that general -
learning strategies do not play a significant role in distinguishing L2 from L1
acquisition, and recommended that L2 researchers turn their attention to the
development of specific language strategies.

Research focusing on language learning strategies came from the concern for
successful learners’ learning strategies under the assumption that some learners are
more successful because they approach learning in a more successful way (e.g., Vann
& Abraham, 1990; Wenden & Rubin, 1987). For example, Rubin (1975) initiated
successful learners’ language learning strategy use investigation with the assumption
that if the strategies could be identified, they might be taught to less-successful
learners. Furthermore, Griffiths and Parr (2001) looked at how the theory of language
learning strategies have developed and concluded two points for the theoretical

assumptions behind learning strategies: 1) learning is a cognitive process, and 2)

learning strategies can be learned.
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learning strategies they used. Nevertheless, Bremner (2000) found that learners with
lower levels of target language proficiency showed higher frequency of affective
strategy use than learners with higher levels of language proficiency. On the other
hand, Abraham and Vann (1987) pointed out two differences between successful and
less successful language learners’ strategy use: the learners’ efforts in achieving
language accuracy, and their flexibility in using learning strategies.

According to Huang (1997), the early studies of 1zi1nguage.1earning :*stra_'tegies
were focused on the identifications of the strategies contributed directly or mdxrectl):
to language learning, for which, studies on successful and less-s.ucces;ftll\; leGarneis
strategy use were conducted. In the eighties, researchers (e.g., P.ohtze; ) chtroz;r Y,
1985) started to question the universal validity of good strategies and brought about

studies of the factors influencing strategy choice. Almost at the s.ame time, ?o.brmg
o practice to help students’ learning, the training of

e learning strategies int . :
B . ed to develop. In the following text, literature will be

language learning strategies start . : tera
reviewed based on the three stages of language learning strategy investigation.

Factors Influencing Strategy Choice

In the eighties, researchers proposed that .learning behaviors were culturally
specific, and claimed that it took caution to define a strategy as absolutely helpful
(e.g., Politzer & McGroarty, 1985). The studies on factors affecting learners’ choice
of language learning strategies became popular (see Huang, 2000). As researchers
found, “learning strategy uses vary from person to person” (Huang, 1997, p. 24), and
many factors were found in affecting learners’ strategy use in language learning. For
example, since late eightieth, researchers (e.g., Bedell, '1993; Oxford, 1989; Oxford &
Ehrman, 1993; Oxford & Nyikos, 1989; Oxford, 1993; Parry & Stansfield, 1990;
Rossi-Le, 1989; Wildner-Bassett, 1992; Yutaka, 1997) have identified several factors
in influencing learning strategy choice: the language being learned, duration of
learning, degree of awareness, age, sex, motivation, anxiety, self-esteem, tolerance of
ambiguity, risk-taking learning style, aptitude, career, orientation, national origin,
learning styles, personality type, sensory preferences, language teaching methods,
culture background and task requirements.

Later, researchers investigated the issue of factors in strategy choice of different
learners’ background. For example, Oxford and Ehrman (1995) investigating adults’
language learning strategies in an intensive foreign language program in the United
States found that the use of learning strategies were related with the students’
persistence, motivation, planning, gender, teacher perceptions, and facilitative anxiety.
Chung (2002) conducted a study to locate the predictors of language learning strategy
choices, and to examine the difficulties encountered by Taiwanese senior high school
students in learning E'nglish. She found that four social-psychological variables were
related with the students’ strategy use: knowledge, effectiveness, difficulty, and
anxiety. The difficulties the students reported had in using learning strategies
included the unfamiliarity of the strategies, the requirement of English ability, the
learning environment, the feeling of being embarrassed, passive learning attitude, and
‘heavy academic load. It seems that in investigating factors influencing learners’

'<Sfrategy use, the focus has been expanded to include study of the difficulties hindering
‘Strategy use process.

Successful and Less-successful Learners’ Strategy Use

Initiated by Rubin’s research (1975) in identifying éuc‘cessf_ul 1angu‘age leaIfIners’
strategy use, many studies have contributed greatly to this issue. Accolrdlrgggtso. Cg;:rgl
(2000), researchers (e.g., Bialystok, 1979; Chamot, 1987; Chamot etla}.l, .d,entiﬁed
& Aphek, 1981; O’Malley et al., 1985; Oxford, 1993; Tarone, 1981) avedlKu fied
categories of strategies used by successful language learners. In Cha.mot afn mp}:iaté
study (1989), they concluded that more effe;tive learners used a variety of appropriate

iti itive and productive tasks. .
metac;i::;: e;ti(:igi:;tlfurther pinvestigate learning strategies successful learners 1in .
different countries used and obtained more results. For example, Bremner (2000),

g English learning of Chinese students in Hong Kong, found that high

e o jon strategies statistically

English proficiency learners used cognitive and compensat e
significantly more often than other kinds of strategies. Bruen (2001), studying
" found that more proficient learners used mor¢

ive Irish learners of German, . mor
e d language learning strategies in

iti d metacognitive strategies. Also, they use '
:oizl:;vzt:;tured ani purposeful manner and applied the strategies to a w'1;1er(;zr(1)§t;
of situations and tasks‘ than less proficient learners. Also, Vadergri ; i
investigating skilled Canadian learners learning Fren.cl.l found t]‘Jat ;rtlor e
students used mostly cognitive strategies and metacognitive str'ategles. -iz - th
among these studies, cognitive, metacognitive, and cc?mpensatlon itratggrls ‘
three top learning strategies used by the successful foreign language earn-e .léngua

A paucity of research was conducted with less successful forcl'gn o
learners’ strategy use. Even fewer studies were focused on the compaf;]slmrle e
the strategies used by successful learners and less successful learnejrs. 1; o fo;m':
no conclusive results among these studies, either. For' example; N.ylkos ( t pé,s_; !
that the characteristics of less successful 1earne.rs vmcluded gsmg fe:vz;g:'est
strategies, using non-communicative strategies, -bemg not aware of the si; o
used, and being not able to describe the strategies they used. However,s 8 wot 58
(1990), Vann and Abraham found that althoggh less suc'cessful learner o df
careful orchestration and creativity in language learning, they were a
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programs.

Strategy Training

In this section, studies in language learning strategy training will be reviewed in
two parts. In the first part, the background and rationalg of language learning strategy
training will be provided. And, in the second part, language learning strategy training

studies and their results will be presented.

Language learning strategy training studies

Although language educators claimed the importance of applying learning
strategy instruction to language teaching, studies related with language learning
strategy instruction were relatively fewer than studies in other areas of language
education. According to researchers (e.g., O’Malley & Chamot, 1990, Huang, 2000),
in the eighties, strategy training studies were focused on vocabulary learning tasks.
From the nineties, language learning strategy training studies started to include other
language aspects. In the following text, language learning strategy training studies
will be presented in two parts: general language learning strategy training studies, and
strategy training studies in four language skills.

Background and rationale of language learning strategy training

In the ficld of language education, discussions on language learnin' .
training started around the eighties. Researchers (e.g.., Norman, 1980; W 11nste1n &
Mayer, 1986) claimed that good teaching should include the ways t .earn, htg
remember, and to process information. The reasons came from the assumptu?ns that .
one of the main factors in deciding language learning effects was the appropriate use ’
of learning strategies in completing language tasks (see Cham(?t, 1998; Huan?, 2000).
If teachers teach less successful learners the learning strategies succ.:essful anguage |
learners used, the learners might make progress in language lgarnmg. AIIS(;, spme |
educators perceived strétegy training as not only to transform less successfu e;.atner(si :
into more proficient ones but also to enhance the already ste_gdy progress of good

strategy

1. General language learning strategy training studies

Before mid eighties, not all studies in language learning strategy training obtain
positive results (see Oxford, 1993). For example, Cohen and Aphek (1980) found that
association strategies helped advanced learners in vocabulary learning. However,
Bialystok (1983) found no significant relationship between strategy training and
vocabulary acquisition. O’Malley et al. (1985) found that although strategy‘ training
helped improve spakeing ability, it did not improve listening comprehension.
Researchers (e.g., Oxford, 1993) suggested that the inconsistency of the study results

lied on some methodological problems, which might obstacle the revelation of
important findings.

9).
strategy users (see Feyten et al., 199 ‘
IgJ};der the assumptions mentioned above, several researchers further proposed

rationales for language learning strategy instruction. For ex.ample, .We?nsltem an‘g;‘_l
Mayer (1986) mentioned the assumptions for learning strategyf 1nstruct10n1m anguagzj)_"‘.
education field included: 1) mentally active lea.lrners being Dbetter - earmle{rss,and :
strategies being teachable, 3) learning strategies b.emg transferable to'nzvslr) ta:ea;ning
4) academic language learning being more effecflve wl'len accompanie y y leamiﬁg
strategies. Moreover, Chamot (1998) proposed.ﬁve rationales for teac 1ngsad n £,
strategies in second . language classrooms. First, successfu? learneis il:s " helpA‘
metacognitive strategies, which helped them chct)o;e :pil;czlpi;aetea :itlria:i:f o ,t
i ine in target language. Second, most students _
S:era;;i::;it; leariing strgategies in an effective way. Third, learners needed to us

i 1 1 1 . )

After mid eighties, the findings of strategy instructions tended to show more
consistent results. Researchers (e.g., Chamot, 1998) recommended that strategy
instruction studies could help students increase their language abilities and confidence
as long as the instructions were “properly conducted” (p. 4).

For example, Brown and Perry (1991) conducted a study with Arabic-speaking
students at an intensive English program, where students learned were instructed
‘various strategies for vocabulary learning. The results showed that students had a
significantly higher rate of recall on vocabulary after strategy instruction. Nunan
(1997) investigated the effects of strategy training on four aspects of learnihg process:
‘Students’ motivation, students’ knowledge of strategies, perceived utility of strategies,
and actual use of strategies. The results showed that strategy training had positive
effects on students’ motivation, knowledge of strategies, and perceived utility of
Strategies. Feyten et al. (1999) examined the effect of learners’ general awareness of
!anguage learning strategies on student achievement. They found that consciousness
raising with respect to language learning strategies produced better language learners
for middle school level students, who learned a foreign language for the first time.

learning : ‘
instruction could motivate learners by offering learners the technique

i i i iliti

effective learning, and by increasing learners’ confidence on their learning ab1k i
’ . » 1 i

Fifth. learners would become more independent in learning after they became skillil

tegies (p. 5). Furthermore, recently Lovelock (2002

in using language learning stra o

proposed four points for the teaching of learning strategies. First, leall.')nefr st::vel
facilitate obtaining, storing, retrieving, and using langua.ge. Second-, . elr.lg esse,{i;a
involved in the learning process is necessary. Third, conscmusne%s rzrlsmg lsté oy
for effective learning. And fourth, social strategies and commumcatlo.n stra egn e
indirect aids to learning (p. 27). From the rationales and assumptions m

i languag
above, learning strategy training appeared to be essential for successful lang
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Fowle (2002) tried to develop learners’ metacognitive knowledge through
experimenting different strategies of working on vocabulary notebooks. She found
that students became more active in learning vocabulary as well as their employment

of different learning strategies.
2. Strategy training studies in four language skills

Stfategy training studies tended to be more focused on strategy training i
receptive language skills, which are listening and reading, than productive skills,
which include speaking and writing.

In the studies related with reading skills, almost all the results showed positive.
For example, Katims and Harris (1997) investigated the effectiveness of a
comprehension enhancement strategy training in multilevel reading classes for middle
school students. The results showed a significant effect for treatment conditions.
Salataci and Akyel (2002) reviewing studies related with improving learners’ reading
skills, tried to investigate possible effects of strategy instruction on first and second
language reading. They found that strategy instruction helped improve students’ use of
reading strategies and reading performances. Pappa et al. (2003) examined the
effectiveness of strategy training and motivation boosting in English reading. The
results showed that only the students who received strategy training or motivation

boostmg improved their performance in English reading comprehension. Also, the_
combined type of training had larger effect than either motivational boostmg or.

strategy training only. Further, Dhieb-Henia (2003) tried to find out if and to what

extent a metacognitive strategy. trammg course helped English as specific purpose :
(ESP) students read scientific research articles more efficiently. The results showed:r

that the experimental group students’ declarative knowledge of the metatextua
features of research articles was enhanced. Also, the experimental group performe
significantly better on reading test after receiving strategy training.

Compared to strategy instruction studies done related to reading abil
improvement, the strategy instruction studies focusing on listening abilit;
improvement appear to be fewer. Results of these studies did not show consistent. Fo
example, O’Malley (1987) studied the influence of language learning strategy tramln
on high school students and found that students who received strategy training mad
progress in listening abilities. However, the researcher suggested that if the student
had been given more time and some choices in strategy selection, the students
performance would have been better than it was. Schwartz (1992) conducted training
of cognitive and metacognitive strategies with university Spanish students, howe
did not obtain positive results. Tompson and Rubin (1996) gave third-year universit
students of Russian listening strategy trainings with video. The results showed that th
experimental group made statistically significant bigger progress in listening te
than the control group. Tutunis (2001) investigated whether strategy training hel‘
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English learning students in their achievements in listening. The results indicated that
the experimental group, who received the training, made improvement in listening
performance, which was observed from strategy training. Graham (2003) reviewed
studies of strategy training in improving students’ listening ability and found that
strategy training yielded both negative and positive results.

In productive language skills, only a paucity of strategy -training studies were
conducted. Among them, studies done in improving speaking ability tended to be more
than the ones for improving writing ability. Lam and Wong (2000) provided the

- training of the use of learning strategies to 58 17-year-old students to develop their

discussion skills. The results supported  the value of strategy training in that learners
made more attempts to seek clarification opportunities after training. Also, Lovelock
(2002) designed individual assessment cards as a way to assist language learning
strategy training to a group of Japanese high school graduates in developing English
communication skills. The results showed that after the students learned the strategies,
learning English as a practical commumcatlve skill became an achievable goal for
them.

Conclusion

After the literature review shown above, the researcher concluded the
implications as follows. First, the origin of language learning strategy studies was
related with the trend of educational emphasis on cognition. In the development of
language learning strategy research, at the early stage, studies were focused on
improving the learning of memory tasks.

Second, one of the rationales for investigating language learning strategies lay
on the assumption that language learning being taken as a kind of problem-solving
process. The strategies used in learning process differed person to person. Successful
learners used different strategies from less-successful learners. Another rationale
existed on the assumption that learning strategies are learnable.

Third, in general, successful language learners used more cognitive and
metacognitive strategies than other kinds of strategies. Also, they used a higher
variety of strategies than less-successful language learners. Studies on less-successful

L language learners did not show conclusive results though.

Fourth, numerous factors have been identified in influencing language learners’
strategy use and choice. Lately, research in investigating difficulties learners face in
using learning strategies have been included, which have expanded the discussions on

. teasons affecting learners’ strategy use.

Fifth, after mid eighties, methods for applying strategy training became more
thorough and organized. Results of strategy training studies became consistently

positive. Studies showed that under proper use of training methods, strategy trainings
helped improve learners’ language ability and their learning confidence.
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Sixth, so far, strategy training studies focused more on receptive language skills,
such as reading and listening, than productive skills, such as speaking and writing. In
strategy training for improving reading ability, results have shown consistently
positive. However, the strategy training studies for improving listening strategies have
not reached consistent results yet. Some studies obtained positive results, while some,
negative. On the other hand, only very few strategy training studies were I:elated with
speaking or communication ability improvement, although these studies showe

positive results.

This study has reviewed research related to the development of learning strategy"

investigation. Further studies are suggested to discover the ways to improve the

effects of learning strategy training, which might provide significant contributions to -

language learning to a great extent.
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