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Abstract: This article analyzes the body of research literature that has brought us to
the state of our current knowledge regarding learning strategies in general and learn-
ing strategies instruction as they relate to second language acquisition (SLA). Three
categories are discussed: (1) types of learning strategies, (2) learning autonomy and
strategy training, and (3) other strategy-related factors such as metalinguistic devel-
opment and internal/external variables related to the use of learning strategies (e.g.,
motivation). By conducting a critical review of the issues presented in the literature,
the analysis arrives at the implications for language teaching and language learning,
taking into consideration the perspective of both the instructor and the student.
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Introduction

In the last few decades we have seen numerous studies investigating the use of
strategies by second language (L2) learners. Several researchers have defined these
studies as the thoughts and actions of learners who are attempting to increase their
learning, comprehension, and retention (Brown, 2000; O'Malley & Chamot, 1990;
Oxford, 1990; Scarcella & Oxford, 1992; Yamamorio, Isoda, Hiromori, & Oxford,
2003). Initial interest in students’ use of learning strategies existed in the mid-
1970s and early 1980s and produced questions such as, Why don’t learners learn
what teachers teach? (Allwright, 1984). Questions like this spawned exploration
into how students’ skills and knowledge are acquired differently (Nunan, 1995).
More specifically, research into these individual differences has looked beyond
instruction and other learner external factors to study both the processes that take
place within the learners themselves and how their productivity can be improved
(Lujan-Ortega & Clark-Carter, 2000; Wenden & Rubin, 1987). ‘
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To this end, this article reviews the
body of research that has led us to the cur-
rent status of learning strategies and learn-
ing strategies instruction. This extensive
research can be organized into three gen-
eral categories: types of learning strategies,
learner autonomy and strategies training,
and other strategy-related factors including
students’ metalinguistic awareness and vari-
ables related to the use of learning strategies
(e.g., motivation, gender). Based on a critical
review of these categories, as presented in
recent literature, this investigation will con-
sider the implications that such issues have
for language teaching and learning through
the consideration of both the instructors
and the learner’s perspectives.

Types of Learning Strategies

In order to understand how learning strate-
gies can influence language learning, we
must begin by identifying the various types
of learning strategies. Although many dis-
tinctions have been made between different
types of learning strategies, it should be
noted that, to date, there is no consensus
as to which strategies should be included
in the SLA research literature and under
which categories to include them. The
studies presented in this section provide
categories that summarize the most com-
mon types of learning strategies. These
studies attempt to guide instructors by
informing them of the most effective learn-
ing strategies for their students and how to
utilize them.

For example, Purpuras (1997) and
Gan, Humphreys, and Hamp-Lyon’s (2004)
classification systems include cognitive
strategies, i.e., those that require direct
control over the material, and metacogni-
tive strategies, which involve planning or
thinking about production or comprehen-
sion. Following their work on 70 beginner
and intermediate high school students’
strategy usage, O’'Malley, Chamot, Stewner-
Manzanares, Kupper, and Russo (1985)
added to the previous categories a new
grouping referred to as socioaffective strat-
egies—those strategies that take into consid-
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eration issues such as classroom interac-
tions and the learning environment.

Weaver and Cohen (1998) and oth-
ers (e.g., Bialystok, 1990; Brown, 2000)
provide an alternate distinction, choos-
ing among strategies used principally for
learning the 12 and those whose purpose
is to enhance or improve 12 usage. In
addition, several scholars (e.g., Dornyei,
1995; Macaro, 2001) have recognized what
they identify as communication strategies.
According to Macaro, these are produc-
tive classroom tools in that they provide
learners with the assurance that they are
able to communicate despite their lack of
perceived ability and knowledge. Finally,
Oxford’s (1990) work lays out the most
exhaustive hierarchy of learning strategies
to date. She first differentiates between
direct and indirect strategies, which she
then sorts into six separate sets. Under the
direct strategies she lists memory (e.g., cre-
ating mental linkages), cognitive (e.g., ana-
lyzing), and compensation strategies (e.g.,
guessing). Under indirect strategies, she
classifies metacognitive (e.g., evaluating
one’s learning), affective (e.g., encouraging
one’s self), and social strategies (e.g., asking
questions). All of these categories attempt
to identify what successful learners do so
that these strategies can be taught to less
successful learners.

Learner Autonomy and
Strategies Training

As we seek a better understanding of the
complex interplay of variables such as learn-
ing strategies and styles that promote 12
acquisition (Green & Oxford, 1995; Lujan-
Ortega & Clark-Carter, 2000), we turn to
studies that focus on learner internal fac-
tors (e.g., learner autonomy) and how these
influence overall student achievement.
Learner autonomy, defined as the self-reg-
ulatory practices that a student undertakes
in his or her own learning (Oxford, 1999),
is one characteristic in L2 students that
has been found to correlate positively with
successful L2 acquisition. A strong relation-
ship also has been shown between learner
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autonomy and the use of learning strategies
because they both promote the self-directed
nature of learning (Macaro, 2001; Oxford,
1990; Wenden, 1985, 1992). Furthermore,
an additional indication of the connection
between autonomy and learning strategies
is found in the field of educational psychol-
ogy, which has shifted away from the term
learning strategy and has opted instead for
self-regulatory learning (Dornyei, 2003).

Learner autonomy and learning strat-
egies, especially when used by informed
students, place students at the center of the
L2 classroom (Weaver & Cohen, 1998),
enabling them to make pedagogically sound
decisions concerning their own learning
(Nunan, 1995). The question, then, is how
to enhance student autonomy through the
use of learning strategies. The use of such
a paradigm may require considering new
roles for instructors and students and may
challenge students’ beliefs about language
learning (Gan et al., 2004; Nation, 2001;
Oxford, 1990).

With the broad objective of increas-
ing students’ autonomy, learning potential,
and overall success, many instructors and
researchers have attempted to teach L2
students strategies believed to be beneficial.
This practice has been identified by several
different names such as strategies train-
ing, learner training, and learning-to-learn
training. Yet the goal always remains the
same: to facilitate L2 acquisition by rais-
ing students’ awareness of the language
learning tools at their disposal, and to
provide them with instruction on how to
use these tools most appropriately (Cohen,
1998; McDonough, 2002; Oxford, 1990).
More specifically, the benefits of learning
strategies training include, in addition to
greater learner autonomy, connecting what
students know and how they come to know
what they know. Guiding students in this
way provides them with a heightened sensi-
tivity toward the process of acquiring a sec-
ond language (Weaver & Cohen, 1998).

Before highlighting two of the studies
that either provide support for or argue
against strategies training, consider the

following general suggestions for how and
why to carry out strategies training. The
basic premise behind strategies training
is simple: A trained learner will be better
at learning than an untrained one. First
and foremost, any training should serve
the objectives of the students and/or cur-
riculum (Chamot, 1988; Oxford, 1990).
Second, one potential obstacle to strate-
gies training is the set of beliefs that the
students themselves bring to the language
classroom. In order to account for this,
training programs are better off taking
a practical approach—one that convinces
students of the value of learning strategies.
Students are to be provided with evidence
for the positive effect of learning strategies
in a way that avoids abstract, theoretical
explanations and discussion (Nation, 2001;
Wenden & Rubin, 1987). Third, there is
some debate as to whether or not instruc-
tors should train students how to approach
a new task that has been delegated to them
(Weaver & Cohen, 1998). The argument
behind having the instructors conduct the
training is that they, more than an unfamil-
iar individual coming into the classroom,
have the students’ trust and can more effec-
tively influence their beliefs and practices
concerning language strategies, learning,
and use (Oxford, 2001a). Fourth, it is cru-
cial for the instructor-student dialogue to
remain open throughout strategies training
in order to bridge the gap between differing
perspectives.

Many researchers have noted a mis-
match between the procedures that L2
students and their instructors see as effec-
tive (Green, 1993; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz,
1994; McCargar, 1993; Miley & Gonsalves,
2003; Noels, 2001; Peacock, 2001; Plonsky
& Mills, 2006; Schulz, 2001). The dispar-
ity between the two groups may have a
negative affective impact by causing ten-
sion, demotivation, frustration, and other
learning conditions that are counterpro-
ductive to directed L2 acquisition (Garrett
& Shortall, 2002; Green, 1993; McCargar,
1993; Morris & Tarone, 2003; Noels, 2001,
Noels, Clément, & Pelletier, 1999; Oxford,
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2001b; Peacock, 2001; Reid, 1987; Schulz,
2001; Terrell, 1977; Tse, 2000).

However, as Peacock (2001) points out,
the opposite is also true. A match between
students’ and instructors’ beliefs as to what
constitutes efficacy in language instruction
results in harder work and greater gains
in students’ L2 learning. In order to avoid
negative outcomes from strategies train-
ing, it is essential that the student not only
understand the learning strategies but also
perceive them to be effective and able to be
implemented (MacIntyre & Noels, 1996).
To that end, the students must be informed
not only of the strategies themselves but
also how they will help them better learn
the L2.

Although there is no consensus on the
effectiveness of learning strategies train-
ing, numerous empirical studies support
it (Nunan, 1997). Some even go so far as
to argue for an inherent value of strate-
gies training, regardless of the training
methodology and techniques used (Allen,
2003). Yet others (e.g., Rees-Miller, 1993)
are staunchly opposed to learner train-
ing. In support of learner training, Brown
and Perry (1991) investigated the relative
effectiveness of three strategies for learn-
ing English as a second language (ESL)
vocabulary: the key word method, a seman-
tic processing method, and a combined key
word—semantic strategy. Each strategy was
taught to two classes of first language (L1)
speakers of Arabic. The results showed
support for the teaching of all three learn-
ing strategies, particularly the combined
approach. Other studies have yielded less
linear yet equally promising results. For
example, although no direct evidence for
language gains was found, Nunan’s (1997)
study trained students using 15 differ-
ent learning strategies and found higher
levels in the experimental group’s motiva-
tion, knowledge of strategies, and perceived
usefulness of strategies. Nunan concludes
by drawing a parallel between the effect
of instruction on learning strategies and
the effect of instruction on L2 acquisition
(see Long, 1983; Norris & Ortega, 2000).
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While both instruction and opportunities
for practice (i.e., output) are needed for
acquisition to occur, he claims that strate-
gies instruction and opportunities to apply
the strategies are needed for both instruc-
tion and application to be successful. What
remains unclear from his study, however,
is whether one should expect the relation-
ship between strategy awareness and gains
in student motivation to be of a causal or
simply correlated nature.

Other Strategy-Related Factors

Considering these and other studies, the
state of research on learner training is wide
open. As a field, we have yet to pin down
the specific means by which L2 students
can be taught the strategies that infallibly
improve their communicative competence
(Brown, 2000; McDonough, 2002). In an
attempt to better understand this relation-
ship between learning strategies and higher
levels of L2 competence, we now turn to
an exploration of several specific factors
related to the use of learning strategies.
We will discuss both learner external fac-
tors (i.e., the techniques by which learning
strategies can most effectively be taught to
L2 students) and the complex system of
learner internal factors (e.g., motivation,
gender, proficiency) that are related to
learning strategies use.

Development of Students’

Metalinguistic Awareness

Because of its strong relationship to the
use of learning strategies, one of the goals
of learner training is to help shape 1.2 stu-
dents’ metalinguistic awareness and episte-
mological beliefs. A strong connection has
been found between students’ beliefs and
their language learning behaviors. Indeed,
students’ strategy use has been found many
times over to be consistent with the beliefs
they hold about the processes of SLA
(Abraham & Vann, 1987; Horwitz, 1985,
1987, 1988; Kalaja, 1995; Kern, 1995;
Mori, 1999a; Wenden, 1998). Abraham and
Vann’s (1987) quote clearly illustrates the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



FOREIGN LANGUAGE ANNALS - VOIL. 40, NO. 3 539

relationship between students’ beliefs and

the behavior that results from them:
We suggest that learners have, at
some level of consciousness, a philos-
ophy of how language is learned. This
philosophy guides the approach they
take in language learning situations,
which in turn is manifested in observ-
able (and unobservable) strategies
used in learning and communication.
(1987, p. 96)

There is substantial evidence that sup-
ports the claim that American L2 students
possess strong beliefs about how languages
are learned. O’Malley and colleagues (1985)
report that even students at low levels of
12 proficiency are metalinguistically aware
of their SLA processes to some degree.
Horwitz’s (1988) groundbreaking study of
students of German, French, and Spanish
confirmed this finding. Her 241 begin-
ner-level university students exhibited an
overwhelming tendency to view language
learning as simply translating from English
by learning the grammar rules and vocabu-
lary of the L2. The students surveyed also
believed strongly in repetition and practice
as effective means to learning. Truscott
(1999) echoes this finding in his claim that
students unknowingly adhere to behavior-
ist notions that relate language learning to
habit formation. Furthermore, O’Malley
and colleagues (1985) found that the type
of strategy most frequently used by the
ESL students in their study was repetition.
Despite some degree of agreement on this
issue, Mori’s (1999b) study of 47 advanced
students of Japanese as a second language
found that most repetition strategies were
neither frequently used nor perceived as
very helpful. However, this finding must
be considered with caution: Students’ pro-
ficiency and language learning experience
may have affected their metalinguistic
awareness and the perceived helpfulness of
the learning strategies in question.

Indeed, students’ beliefs seem to result
in part from their experience in the lan-
guage learning classroom. For example,

Mori’s (1999a) study of 187 American univ-
ersity students of various proficiency levels of
Japanese suggests that their understanding
of L2 processes are at least in part a function
of what and how much they have experienced
in previous language classes. Kern (1995)
also warns of the potential for a negative
impact when instructors’ actions do not
reflect the current state of language learning
and, in effect, reinforce or even sow mis-
taken ideas in the minds of their students.

On the other hand, the benefits of
an enhanced and accurate metalinguistic
awareness are many. As early as 1983, Gass
noted that being able to “think and talk
about language” (1983, p. 277) enables
more accurate L1-L2 comparisons and pro-
motes self-correction and self-monitoring.
More aware students are more likely to seek
out and apply learning strategies appropri-
ate to their learning style (Cohen, 1998;
Nunan, 1997; Oxford, 2003a; Scarcella &
Oxford, 1992).

The problem with metalinguistic
awareness lies in students’ beliefs, which
have a tendency to be misguided (e.g.,
relating language learning to habit forma-
tion). Horwitz (1988) claims that their
“misbeliefs” are attributable to having been
exposed to “common and sometimes con-
tradictory notions” (p. 283) about how lan-
guages are learned, a fact that she believes
instructors must take into consideration.
Holec (1987) takes this argument one step
further, arguing that L2 students need a
thorough “deconditioning” (p. 152) in order
to rewrite their understanding of language
learning. This is accomplished by challeng-
ing students’ beliefs and including informa-
tion regarding the nature of L2 acquisition
as a part of everyday class discussions.

Learning Strategies and Styles

Another variable closely related to the
appropriate or inappropriate use of learn-
ing strategies is learner styles. Learning
style, unlike the specific behaviors that
define learning strategies, is the more global
approach that an individual takes in learning
the 1.2 (Oxford, 2001b, 2003a; Reid, 1998).
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The connection between styles and strate-
gies has been well researched. To begin a
description of the nature of this connection,
it should be noted that styles are considered
to be relatively permanent characteristics
of an individual, while strategy type and
use have been shown to vary according to
several factors such as amount of language
learning experience, levels of metalinguistic
awareness, and attitude toward the learn-
ing task (Carson & Longhini, 2002; Fan,
2003). While styles seem to be set in the
student, strategies provide a more promising
prospect in terms of teachability and poten-
tial for improvement. Many L2 researchers,
therefore, have been more active in their
efforts to enhance students’ strategy usage
(Oxford, 2003a; Reid, 1998).

Another important aspect of the con-
nection between styles and strategies is
that strategies do not function indepen-
dently of styles (Cohen, 1998). Carson and
Longhinis (2002) diary study showed that
while the strategies used by the diarist did
vary, they remained consistent with learn-
ing style. Bull and Ma (2001) postulate that
the connection between students’ styles and
consequential strategy preferences must be
taken into account when planning strategies
training. They also propose a new approach
to strategy training and awareness raising
that is individualized to more aptly meet the
stylistic needs of each student. What Bull
and Ma’s suggestion may lack in practical-
ity, it makes up for in theory, since numer-
ous scholars have pointed out the need
to take styles into account when studying
or treating learning strategies use (Cohen,
1998; Fan, 2003; Lujan-Ortega & Clark-
Carter, 2000; O'Malley & Chamot, 1990;
Oxford, 2001b, 2003a; Reid, 1998). In sum,
any attempted depiction of the multivariate
nature of learning strategies that is devoid of
a thorough consideration of learning styles
would be severely deficient.

Gender

In addition to learning styles, other impor-
tant internal factors have received much
attention in the research literature. Perhaps
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the most outwardly apparent focus of the
research on individual differences is gen-
der. With respect to gender and learning
strategies use, one result common to many
studies is that women possess a greater pro-
pensity to use learning strategies than men
(e.g., Oxford & Nyikos, 1989; Sheorey &
Mokhtari, 2001). Green and Oxford (1995)
studied the variation of learning strategies
use by 374 Puerto Rican students of ESL in
relation to their proficiency level and gender.
Their findings, for the most part, replicate
those of earlier studies in that the female
participants used more learning strategies
than the male. Interestingly, several of the
strategies that were female-specific (e.g.,
rapport-seeking, elicitation of comment by
the speaker) were typical of women’s con-
versational style as well (see Tannen 1986,
1990). The results also point to what the
researchers refer to as bedrock strategies,
i.e., those strategies used by learners irre-
spective of level or gender. Jiménez Cataldn’s
(2003) study offers support for Green and
Oxford’s bedrock strategies. Her investiga-
tion of vocabulary learning strategies usage
by 581 students of Basque and ESL in Spain
found that, in addition to overall greater
learning strategies use by females, 8 out of
the 10 most common strategies are used by
both men and women. Further research is
needed to test bedrock strategy use by more
advanced students in order to more fully
develop this concept.

Motivation

Another consistent finding in the literature
on learning strategies and learning strate-
gies instruction is that learners who are
more motivated tend to use more learning
strategies. Dornyei (2003), in his extensive
review of recent L2 motivation research,
goes so far as to say that occasions in which
a student chooses to use learning strategies
are, by definition, examples of motivated
language learning behavior. More specifi-
cally, students with greater motivation not
only employ a larger number of learning
strategies, but they also recognize that learn-
ing an L2 is not merely a matter of amassing
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knowledge and rehearsing skills (Gan et al.,
2004). What Gan and colleagues are sug-
gesting is a relationship between L2 student
motivation and metalinguistic awareness.
Dornyei and Skehan (2003) are even more
direct when they assert that self-regulation,
which is also strongly related to learning
strategies, and motivation “are inextricably
bound together, as they both concern the
antecedents of increased learner achieve-
ments” (p. 595).

Nunan (1997) makes the boldest of
all claims in saying that including learning
strategies instruction in the L2 curriculum
actually leads to an increase in student
motivation. One problem with his asser-
tion is that it fails to recognize a student’s
different types of motivation. For example,
if an activity or technique for learning
language or learning strategies does not
seem effective to students, it will be less
effective (Gan et al., 2004; Green, 1993;
Peacock, 2001; Reid, 1987; Schulz, 2001).
Another potential problem with Nunan’s
statement is the causal relationship he
depicts between learning strategies training
and increased motivation. He concludes
that the motivation of the participants in
his study increased as a result of the strate-
gies training, and not due to some combi-
nation of other external or internal factors
(e.g., success in language tasks).

Of interest to this discussion of motiva-
tion are the differences in learning strate-
gies usage by students with varying types
of motivation. The field of SLA traditionally
has recognized two major dichotomies in
motivation. The first views one’s propensity
toward language learning in terms of goals.
Language study is either integrative—an
effort to become part of the L2 communi-
ty—or instrumental-an attempt to serve a
specific objective (e.g., make more money)
(Gardner & Lambert, 1959, 1972; Noels
et al., 1999). The second distinguishes
between extrinsic motivation, defined as
the origin of the motivation, that is, an
external factor creates the learner’s motiva-
tion, and intrinsic motivation, that is, one

based on learner internal factors (e.g., self-
improvement) (Brown, 2000).

On this very distinction, Noels and her
colleagues have pioneered a robust research
agenda studying different types of motiva-
tion and their impact on other factors that
affect language learning such as learning
strategies (Noels, 2001, 2003; Noels et al.,
1999). Their work expands on a variant
of the intrinsic/extrinsic paradigm called
self-determination theory put forth in the
mid-1980s (see Deci & Ryan, 1985). Self-
determination is defined by Noels (2001) as
“the extent to which the goal for performing
an activity is . . . chosen freely by the indi-
vidual” (p. 101). Within this framework,
the perspective of Noels and her colleagues
emphasizes the degree of self-regulation
necessary to accomplish language learning
tasks, a construct that we have tied repeat-
edly to learning strategies use (see section
on Metalinguistic Awareness).

Proficiency Level
Learner proficiency in the L2 also is believed
to affect the use of learning strategies.
Oxford (2003Db) reports on multiple studies
that have used her Strategy Inventory for
Language Learning (SILL) to measure the
relationship between strategy use and profi-
ciency. Most found the relationship to be of
either a linear (e.g., Green & Oxford, 1995;
Oxford & Fhrman as cited in Oxford,
2003b) or curvilinear nature (e.g., Phillips
as cited in Oxford, 2003b). Linear is defined
as a positive relationship between increases
in proficiency and learning strategies use;
curvilinear refers to an initial correlation
between the two, followed by a decrease in
learning strategies use as language profi-
ciency continues to improve. Oxford
explains this somewhat perplexing finding
by suggesting that after attaining a certain
level of competence in the 12, advanced
students’ learning strategies use becomes
increasingly automatic and therefore less
available to conscious inspection.

OMalley and colleagues (1985) stud-
ied beginning- and intermediate-level ESL
students’ strategy use. They found that
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while both levels used cognitive strategies
more frequently than metacognitive ones,
the intermediate group was more likely to
use metacognitive strategies—a finding that
could be attributed to the enhanced meta-
linguistic sensitivity and awareness of the
more experienced intermediate students,
as reported by Prokop, Fearon, and Rochet
(1982). Prokop and colleagues’ study of
university students in Canada, as well as
the work of Sheorey and Mokhtari (2001),
found that lower-level students’ learning
strategies more often were based on repeti-
tion, while more advanced students’ learning
strategies were those that showed a deeper
understanding of the systematic nature of
the 1.2, It is perhaps with this sentiment in
mind that Cohen (1998) suggests that dif-
ferent strategies are more helpful at different
levels of language ability.

Student vs. Instructor Perceptions

As we turn to the importance of learning
strategies training and instruction, it is
crucial that we point out the gap that exists
between student and instructor percep-
tions. This gap, if not properly addressed,
could hinder strategy instruction. A sig-
nificant body of evidence supports a dif-
ference in perceptions between instruc-
tors and students as to what constitutes
efficacy in language teaching (Noels, 2001;
Nunan, 1997; Peacock, 2001; Plonsky &
Mills, 2006; Schulz, 2001). Research has
shown repeatedly that this difference is
counterproductive to students’ progress in
the L2 (Garrett & Shortall, 2002; Morris
& Tarone, 2003; Noels et al., 1999; Reid,
1987). Kern (1995) employed the Beliefs
About Language Learning Inventory, an
instrument created by Horwitz (1985,
1988) to measure learners’ beliefs in five
areas: (1) the difficulty of language learn-
ing, (2) foreign language aptitude, (3) the
nature of language learning, (4) strategies
of communication and learning, and (5)
learner motivations and expectations. The
purpose of his study was twofold: His first
objective was to add to the foundation
established by Horwitz’s seminal work on
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student beliefs. The second objective was to
compare student and instructor perceptions
over time to see what effect the instructors’
beliefs, operationalized as their in-class
techniques, might have on the students.
The results were insightful, with the most
relevant factor being the level of analysis.
Global analyses and group means showed
strong overall similarities among all stu-
dents, while analyses at the individual and
class level revealed a more complex por-
trait of the students’ epistemological belief
system, one that contrasted starkly to that
of their instructors. The article concludes
by calling for more instructor-initiated dia-
logue with students. Kern (1995) also
reminds us that there is often a difference
between instructors’ beliefs about language
learning and their day-to-day practices in
the classroom, a situation that, ironically,
may be a contributor to the significant dif-
ference between the two groups of students
in the study.

Unfortunately, beliefs about learning
strategies are not exempt from this uncon-
structive disparity of perceptions. O'Malley
and colleagues’ (1985) study showed that
L2 instructors were largely unaware of the
learning strategies being used by their stu-
dents. Nunan (1995) and others (Hyland,
2000, 2003; McCargar, 1993; Peacock,
2001) agree with Kern’s (1995) comments
and suggest that instructors begin to deal
with the differences between them and
their students by finding out what their stu-
dents think and how they prefer to learn.
Oxford (2001b) insists that instructors also
must objectively explore their own styles,
strategies, and beliefs regarding language
learning. Once the instructor is aware of
how both parties perceive the L2 learning
process, he or she is better equipped to step
into the role of diagnostician and learner
trainer in addition to language instructor
(Weaver & Cohen, 1998).

Conclusion

Summary and Teaching Implications
This synthesis has brought to light the
complex yet systematic interplay of vari-
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ables that affect learning strategies usage.
Despite attempts beginning in the 1970s
to define the parameters of the successful
language learner, work on individual dif-
ferences has shown us that no precise for-
mula for effective language learning exists.
Likewise, there is no given set of learning
strategies that works for everyone. Time
and again the results and conclusions pre-
sented agree that appropriate and effective
learning strategies use is related to several
interrelated factors, including but not lim-
ited to learner autonomy, metalinguistic
awareness, learning styles, gender, motiva-
tion, proficiency, and perceived effective-
ness of learning strategies.

With respect to learner autonomy, the
consensus is that the more students self-
regulate, the more learning strategies they
will use. This assertion is not surprising if
viewed from Dornyei’s perspective that use
of language learning strategies occurs only
« .. of their [the students’] own free will”
(2003, p. 16). As we have seen, intimately
tied to learner autonomy is motivation,
which also has been shown to correlate
positively with learning strategies use and
the perceived helpfulness of in-class activi-
ties and teaching styles (Dornyei & Skehan,
2003; Noels, 2001).

Two concepts central to understanding
the complexity of learning strategies’ use—
motivation and metalinguistic awareness—
share a positive relationship with learning
strategies (e.g., Abraham & Vann, 1987).
In this area of learner awareness and beliefs,
however, the focus is less on the number of
learning strategies and more on the types of
strategies used. This process is summed up
concisely by Kalaja (1995) when he states
that students’ strategy usage reflects their
underlying beliefs about how languages
are learned. With this in mind, instruc-
tors whose students possess misconstrued
notions about language learning need to
provide them with guidance to avoid their
tendency to use less effective strategies—or
to use more effective ones inappropriately.

Learning styles, the inherent, general
approaches with which a student pursues

a task, also factor into which learning
strategies may be appropriate. It appears
that some strategies are more effective
than others for learners with certain styles.
Therefore, instructors engaging in strate-
gies training are strongly advised to con-
sider their students’ individual and collec-
tive styles and learning preferences (Bull
& Ma, 2001; Fan, 2003; Oxford, 2003b;
Yamamorio et al., 2003).

The differences in perceptions between
students and instructors is also impor-
tant. Studies in this area have shown not
only that there are significant differences
between instructors’ and students’ percep-
tions of what constitutes effective practices
in language teaching and learning, but also
that this perceptual gap can be counterpro-
ductive to SLA.

To address this problem, studies by
Kern (1995) and others have shown that
students’ beliefs are affected implicitly by
their instructors’ instructional techniques.
However, students’ misperceptions about
language learning often need more proac-
tive, interventionist approaches. Entering
into a dialogue with students, either in for-
mal learner training sessions or on more
casual occasions, can help shape the strate-
gies they use and their deeper perceptions
of how languages are learned. The purpose
behind such practices is to influence stu-
dents’ beliefs to more accurately reflect cur-
rent knowledge of the language learning
process so that their efforts, as well as those
of their instructors, may be more successful.

Our analysis of the literature points to
three basic recommendations:

1. Instructors should develop simple sur-
veys (see Appendix A) at the beginning
of their courses to identify and evaluate
student beliefs about learning and the
learning strategies they use. In doing
this, instructors can become aware of
potential gaps in students’ perceptions
and direct their instruction of strategies
in a more focused manner.

2. Instructors must develop an ongoing
dialogue with students throughout the
duration of the course by integrating
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brief discussions regarding learning
strategies that can be applied to the spe-
cific topics being studied. These strate-
gies, in turn, must be connected to suc-
cessful outcomes so that students can
see clearly how they lead to successful
learning and develop the motivation to
use them.

3. Instructors also must set aside time to
directly address learning strategies, for
example, by using training sessions as
outlined in Plonsky and Mills (2006). In
these training sessions, students’ atten-
tion can be directed to specific learning
strategies and how they can be tied
to teaching techniques. In so doing,
the prevalent behaviorist perspective
among students will give way to a more
cognitive awareness of language and
successful learning.

Areas for Future Research

This article has touched on numerous top-
ics regarding learning strategies. In order to
better define the nature of the relationship
between learning strategies, the factors that
affect their usage, and their possible ben-
efits for second language learning, further
research is needed. Although strategies
training has been shown to benefit learners,
future research must investigate whether
strategy preference can be altered or if it is
indicative of more inherent characteristics
that students bring with them to the class-
room, as is believed in the case of learn-
ing styles (Gu & Johnson, 1996; Nunan,
1995). Perhaps more importantly, Gan and
colleagues (2004) recommend studies of
the extent to which student beliefs about
language learning can be altered. This
approach to learner training has enormous
potential. Instead of training students with
strategies that have not been proven empir-
ically or that only address temporary and
superficial solutions to students’ difficul-
ties with language, instructors can guide
students to more effective and long-lasting
learning strategies use. This new perspec-
tive to learning strategies training could, in
turn, change the fundamental beliefs that

FALL 2007

students have about learning a language,
and even create or reinforce students’ moti-
vation for successful language learning.
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APPENDIX A
Sample Survey

The following is a sample survey designed for college students taking their first language
class. It can be adjusted and used with secondary students of language. Some of the ques-
tions deal with learning strategies and students’ opinions about the strategies, while others
evaluate beliefs about language learning more generally. Both types of questions are use-
ful and should be included when writing a questionnaire intended to explore students’
beliefs.

SAMPLE SURVEY
Beliefs About Language Learning and Language Learning Strategies

This is an anonymous questionnaire designed to extract your opinions on how to go
about learning a second language. As you read each statement, consider your beliefs
as well as the strategies you use to help you learn the language you are studying.

There are no right or wrong answers and the opinions you express here will in no
way affect your grade. In the line provided, please write the letter that best describes
the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:

A B C D E
I disagree I somewhat No opinion I somewhat I agree
disagree agree

— 1. Learning a second language is like learning anything else: Practice makes
perfect.

—— 2. Thebest way to learn a language is to have as much contact with native speakers
of that language as possible.

-—— 3. Comparing the forms and structures 1 am learning to English helps me
understand them better.

— 4. I know in advance how I will deal with unfamiliar words and structures in a
written text.

—— 5. Before speaking, I plan what I will say and how I will say it.

——— 6. My feelings and/or emotional state do not affect my ability to learn, use, or
comprehend the language I am studying.

—— 7. Learning a second language is essentially the same as a child learning his or her
first language.

— 8. Some languages are more difficult to learn than others.
—— 9. Some people are better at learning languages than others.

— 10. I'learn best when I use the language to talk to others.
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