
VNU Journal of Science, Foreign Languages 24 (2008) 240-245

Learner sữategies and language learning

N g u y e n  T h i  T h u

Department ofEuj^lish - American Language and Culture, CoUege o f PoreiịỊn Languages, 
Vietnam National University, Hanoi, Pham Van Dong Street, Cau d a y ,  Hanoi, Vietnam

R ece iv ed  29 M ay  2008

A b s t r a c t  L ea rn in g  s tra te g ic s  o r ic â rn e r  s tra te g ie s  h a s  rc ccn tly  b e c o m e  (h e  ro sc a rc h  in te re s t o f  m a n y  
s c h o la rs  a n d  h a s  b e e n  c o n s id e re d  th e  n e w  d e c is iv e  fac to r in  th e  le a rn in g  p ro c e ss . In  th e  a r t id c ,  ihc 
d u th o r  h a s  s u m m a r iz e d  a n d  p re sc n ic d  s o m e  th e o r ie s  c o n c c rn in g  le a rn in g  sư d tc g ic s  o r  Ic a m c r  
s tra te g ie s  a n d  la te r  h a s  p ro p o s e d  h e r  o w n  id e a s  o n  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f a n d  w a y s  to  in tro d u c e  th e  
s tra te g ie s  to  th e  ic a m c rs  in  a n  EFL co n tex t.

Ỉ. A n in troduction  to lea rn e r strateg ies (or 
lea rn in g  strategies)

W ithin the  field of language education 
o ver the  last few decades, a  gradual b u t 
significant shift has taken place, resulting in 
less em phasis on teachers an d  teaching and 
greater stress on learners an d  learning. We 
are living in the post m ethod  era w here 
t e a c h i n g  m e t h o d o lo g y  u  n o  l o n g e r  th o  fo c a l  

or decisive po in t in Ihe ỉcaching - learning 
process. In parallel to th is new  sh iit of 
in te re s t how  learners process new  
inform ation an d  w hat k inds of strategics they 
em ploy  to understand , learn or rem em ber the 
inform ation has been the p rim ary  concern of 
m any stud ies and books, w hose au thors can 
be nam ed such as W cnden and  Rubin [1], 
R ichards and  Plait [2], Stern (3|, O 'M alley [4]̂  
an d  O xford Ị5].

The term  "language learning strategy" 
has been defined by  m any researchers.

• T e l :  84-4-8430976 

E -m ail: th u h a 2 6 1 5 ^ a h o o .c o m

According to W onden an d  R ubin J1] 
strategies are any sets of operations, steps, 
plans, routines used  by the learner to 
facilitate the obtaining, storage, re triev a l and 
use of infonnation . R ichards and Platỉ [2] 
sta le  that learning strategies are  "intentional 
behavior and  though ts used by learners 
du ring  learning so as to better help them 
understand , learn, or rem em ber new  
i n i o i m d l i o i i . "  A c c u i i i i h g  l u  S l i ỉ i n  [3 ] , *’U ic 

concept of learning strategy is d ep en d en ỉ on 
the assum ption th a t learners consciously 
engage in activities to achieve certain goals 
and  learning strategies can be regarded as 
broadly  conceived intentional d irections and 
learning techniques". All language learners 
use language learning strategies either 
consciously o r subconsciously w hen 
processing new  inform ation and  perform ing 
tasks in the language classroom . Since 
language classroom  is tike a problem -solving 
environm ent in w hich  language learners are 
likely to face new  inpu t an d  diificult tasks 
given by their instructors, learners attem pts
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to find the quickest or easiest w ay to do  w hat 
is required, tha t is, using  language learning 
strategies is inescapable.

Since there are  several w ays to define 
learning strategies, there are  also  m ore than 
one w ay to classify them . A t  least four 
classificadons are  found com m on in recent 
studies: they are  by  Rubin and W enden [1], 
by O 'M alley Ị4], by S tern  [3Ị, an d  by Oxford

[5], H ow ever, d u e  to the scope of the  article, 
only tw o classifications by the first tw o 
w riters will be m entioned  below.

Rubin, one 0Í the pioneers in the field of 
learning strategics, makes the distinction between 
sữategies contributing directly to learning and 
those contributing indirectly to learning. His 
classification can be best summarized in this 
stable (Rubi and W enden [1Ị;

Table 1, Rubin and Wcndcn's classification of learning strategics

“ Steps or operations used in learning or 
problem-solving that require direct 
analysis, transformdtion, or synthesis of 
learning materials. Rubin identifies 6 main 
cogniUvo learning strategies contributing 
directly to language learning

Learning
strategies

CogniHvo
strategics

Meta cognitive 
stratcgius

1. Clariíỉcâỉìon/Veriíicatìon
2. Gucssing/lnductive 
Inicrondng________
3. Deductive Reasoning
4. Practice
5. Memorizalion
6. Monitoring
Ti^oso strategics arc usod to oversee, regulate or self-dircct language 
learning, They involve various processes as planning, prioritising, sotting 
goals, and self-management_____________________________________

Communicat 
ion strategies

- IVicy aro less difL'ctly related to language ioarning since thcir focus is o n  th e  process of 
participating in a conversation and getting meaning across or clarifying whilt the speaker 
in ten d ed . C o m m u n ica tio n  stra teg ics are used  by sp eak ers  w h e n  faccd w ith  SOITIL* difficulty  
d u e  to  th e  iac t th a t  th e ir  c o m m u n ic a tio n  e n d s  o u tru n  Ih c ir  c o m m u n ic a tio n  m e a n s  o r  w h e n
c o n fro n te d  w jth  m is u n d e rs ta n d in g  b y  a  co-spcaker>_____________________________________________

Social
steategies

• strnti'f 1«  firi' thom* if>arnpr̂  in whirh affnrH th»*m npfH'^rturtitifK tn K>
exposed to and practise their knowledge. Although these »trategỉCỉ» provide exposure to the 
target language, they ccmthbule indirectly to learning sincc they do not Icủd directly to the 
obtoininft; storirtR, rctriovinR^ and using of language (Rubin and Wc?ndcn) [11.______________

O'M alley has a sim ilar view  on  learner 
strategies as R ubin 's b u t h is classification, 
w hich is though t to be  m ore sim ple and 
com prehensible, is slightly different. 
O ’Malley et al. [4] d iv ide language learning 
strategies into th ree  m ain categories:

MetâCOgnỉtíve Strategies: strategics which 
r e q u ir e  p ia n n in g  fo r  le a rn in g s  U ìin k ù ìg  a b o u l  iJie 

learning process as it is taking place, monitoring 
of one’s production or comprehension, and 
evaluating learning after an activity is 
completed. A m ong the maừi metacognitive 
strategies, it is possible to include advance

organizers, directed attention, selective 
attention, self-management, functional planning, 
self-monitoring, delayed production, self- 
evaluation.

C ognitive S trategies: Cognitive strategies 
w ork directly w ith  the target language and 
are m ore lim ited to specific learning tasks. 
T h e s e  s t r a t e g i e s  i n v o lv e  i d e n t i f y in g ;  

rem em bering, storing o r retrieving w ords, 
sound or o ther aspects of the target 
language..

Social/affecH ve Strategies: Social
affective strategies are things that learners do
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to  m anage their feelings o r  to  m anage their 
interaction w ith  others. Som e com m on 
exam ples of these include cooperation, 
questioning  ior clarification an d  self talk.

2. H ow  unporU nI are the  strategies to the 
developm ent of English language 
competence?

From  w hat the au tho r has observed irom  
h er ow n langudge learning and  teaching 
experience, she is  convinced th a t all the three 
ty p es o f learning strategies as m entioned 
above by  O 'M alley are im portan t to  the 
language learning process. They are 
considered as tools for active, selM irected  
m o v em en t w hich is essentia] for developing 
com m unicative and language competence. 
H ow ever, if w e take a close look at all the 
strategies w e m ay  find o u t tha t each group 
has its ow n functions in facilitating learning.

M etacognitive strategies are helpful to the  
learn ing  process as a  w hole in the sense that 
learners w ill take  control over and  m onitor 
w h at an d  how  they leam ; so  these strategies 
can be  good an d  applicable to any k ind  oi 
learnings not ju st io r language. M eanwhile, 
cognitive strategies are m ore closely linked to 
the  s tudy ing  of specific language skills, 
involving the optim al techniques learners can 
use to  cope w ith  language tasks. Social/ 
affective strategies^ on  the o ther hand/ are 
m ore to d o  w ith  feelings an d  self-control, 
w hich is thought to have their role in 
develop ing  self-confidence, cooperativeness, 
an d  will. Again, like m etacognitive strategies, 
social/ affective strategies can be involved in 
all learning, regardless 0 Í the content and  
context. A pparently, these th ree g roups o i 
strateg ies can be  com bined in the learning 
process ior the  learners to tackle learning 
issues an d  tasks. To p u t it ano ther w ay, they

are som etim es overlap  w hen learners use 
them . For exam ple, to tackle a read ing  text 
for com prehension, learners can at first use 
m etacognitíve strategies to th ink  ab o u t the 
topic, to m ake som e predictions an d  to 
decide w hat they  w an t to find o u t in the  text. 
Later w hen  they  read they can m ake u se  of 
cognitive strategies to  guess m ean in g  of 
certain w ords from context o r to w o rk  out 
m ain ideas an d  su pporting  ideas by 
analyzing the s tructure  0 Í the paragraph. 
D uring the process, they m ay find  u 
som etim es very  d iificu it to  un d erstan d  the 
text so they should  know  ho w  to encourage 
them selves to carry on, w hich is the p a r t  of 
social/affective strategies.

Agreeably, all the  types of learning 
strategies a re  useful and  necessary in the 
language learning process. H ow ever, if one 
m akes the language com petence the m ain 
focal aim , then  the  cognitive strategies may 
be of m ore im portance because these 
strategies are closely linked to the language 
tasks. In o ther w ords, they are used  m ainly 
for learning the  target language (Reinders &
Cort^raU II wotilH  h p  too  am b itio u s  to  iKt 
all the cognitive strategies learners can use 
because there are num erous of (hem 
involving the  learning of different skills and 
language com ponents. Below are just some 
exam ples of the  cognitive strategies:

Reindcrs an d  Cotterall [6] divided 
cognitive strategies in to  tw o types: (1) those 
for learning the target language an d  (2) those 
for using it. Belonging to the g roup  (1) they 
m ention rehearsal and  elaboration, and  for 
g roup  (2) they  discuss approxim ation and 
paraphrase.

- Rehearsal: Saying for w riting som ething 
again an d  again w hen learning new  
vocabulary and  p reparing  to m ake a phone 
call o r to  give a talk
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• Elaboration: M aking links betw een new  
inform ation an d  w h a t learners already know

- Approximation: Choosing m ore general 
w ords than the target w ords to express their 
meaning.

- Paraphrase: P araphrasing  w hen learners 
d o  no t know  a w ord  in the target language. 
The chance is th a t the  listener will he lp  them 
find o u t tha t w ord.

Rubin an d  W enden [1] p ropose the 
following types of cognitive strategies:

- Clarificalion/Veri/ication: verifying or 
clarifying their understand ing  of the new  
language. They seek confirm ation OÍ their 
understand ing  of the  language

- Cuessm g/Induclive inferencing: using the 
previously obtained  linguistic o r conceptual 
know ledge to d eriv e  explicit hypotheses 
about the linguistic form, sem antic m eaning 
or speaker's intention.

- Deductive Reasoning: is a problem  
solving strategy in w hich the learner looks 
for and uses general rules in approaching ứie 
target language.

- Practice: the  strategies w hich contribute 
t o  th e  s to r a g e  a n d  rpfri<»val o f  th p  l a n g u a g e  

w hile focusing on  accuracy of usage.
- Memorization: iocusing on retrieval and  

storage OÍ language. Examples are  drill and 
repetition.

- Monitoring: th is  refers ÍO the strategies in 
w hich the learner notices errors, observes 
how a m essage is received and  in terpreted by 
the addressee, an d  then decides w hat to do  
about it.

The above m entioned are just some 
examples of cognitive strategies. They are 
dearly  useful in developing the learner' 
language com petence because they involve 
telling learners w h at to d o  and how  should 
they do it w ith  the  target language in o rd er to 
m aster it. In the ioUowing p art OÍ the article,

the au thor w ill give m ore exp lanation  on  four 
selected strategies and how  they sho u ld  be 
taugh t to the students.

3. H ow  s tu d en ts  sho u ld  be  encouraged  to 
ad o p t an d  u se  th e  strategies

As a language leacher of the posl-m ethod 
era  and fully aw are 0 Í the m ove tow ards 
learning process as the focus of language 
teaching, the au thor believes tha t the 
studen ts should  be tau g h t ihe leam m g 
strategies so  ứ \at they can carry  on  their 
s tudy  even outside the classroom . In 
encouraging the studen ts to ad o p t an d  use 
the strategies, it is suggested  that teachers 
base them selves on  a few basic princip les as 
follow:

- The strategies should  be taugh t 
explicitly; studen ts see the rationale for 
learning abou t them.

- The strategies should be taugh t together
w ith  the language skills (speaking, reading, 
listening or writing) o r language com ponents 
(gram m ar, vocabulary of phonology). There 
bliuulU be Itu dbuut Icdiiũiig
strategies only.

- S tudents should be given hands-on  
experience to experim ent an d  to see how  the 
strategies w ork

• The following is the illustration of how  
som e strategies should  be taught:

a) G uessing : This stra tegy  is typically 
useful in developing read ing  skills so  it 
should  be introduced in read ing  lessons. (The 
strategy can later be used in o ther skills like 
listening as well). Before learners read  a text, 
the teacher will tell them  to look at the title, 
subtitle, pictures and g raphs (if any) an d  ask 
them  to th ink  about w hat they are go ing  to 
read. They will be asked to m ake predictions 
abou t the text and  tell w h a t they expect to
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find ou t from the text- W hen they read, they 
m ay have to try to find w hat they w an t to 
know  only (as the first task), The teacher will 
tel! them  that they should  alw ays bring a 
pu rp o se  and som e expectations to their 
read ing  activity so that they are really 
read ing  for m eaning. A nd w hen they m eet 
new  w ords, they should  try to guess the 
m eaning from the context o r from  any clues 
that they have in m ind. After they 
understand  about the strategy, they will 
experim ent it w ith  the read ing  text of the 
lesson w ith the help and  encouragem ent 
ừ o m  the teacher. The strategy should  be 
taugh t repeatedly over a period  so tha t the 
learners can build  up  a habit of using  it.

b) Practice: This strategy, as the au thor
guesses, is fam iliar w ith the learners though 
they m ay  not know it is a cognitive strategy. 
The strategy can be m ost useful in helping 
the learners rem em ber certain gram m ar rules 
and  vocabulary so it can be in troduced  w hen 
gram m ar or vocabulary is the focus of the 
lesson. The teacher will tell the studen ts that 
"practice makes perfect" and  show  them 
m p a n in g f u l  w a y s  to  p r a rH rp  Thf* m a y

range from controlled practice of repetition, 
application of rules, im itation and  so on  to less 
controlled practicc like w riting ửieir own 
sentences or o ther m ore creative tasks. The 
learners should be told that the practice will 
ÍOCUS on  language accuracy.

c) M em orization: At a first glance, this 
strategy m ay sound like the previous one: 
practice. S tudents should  be explained 
explicitly the difference betw een the two. 
T hough they boỉh involve practice and  m ay 
use the sam e drill and  repetition, the form er 
focuses o n  accuraof o f usage w hile the latter on 
the storage and retrieval process. The goal of 
the m em orization strategy is organization. 
This strategy should  be in troduced  w hen

vocabulary is the focus o f the  lesson. The 
teacher together w ith  the studen ts m ay 
discuss w ays to  learn an d  m em orize 
vocabulary in effective w ays. Some w ays 
m ay have already been  used  by thữ learners 
so they can share  them  w ith  the whole class. 
Some exam ples can be learning w ords in 
association, learning w ords o f a certain class, 
l e a r n i n g  w ord stress basing  on  suffix rules, 
etc. S tudents are encouraged  to choose one 
w ay that they find m ost useful and  start 
using  thai way. The teacher will keep track of 
their learning or encourage them  to keep 
ữack  of them selves th en  rep o rt back to the 
teacher som etim es.

d) M onitoring: T he m onitoring process 
appears to be in com bination of cognitive and 
m elacognitive strategies. The learners need to 
be able to identify  a problem , determ ine a 
solu tion  and  m ake a correcHon. In fac t this 
s trategy  can be used in d ifferent aspects of 
language learning, especially  in learning 
skills of speaking and  w riting . O ne way is to 
introduce this strategy in the speaking lesson 
w here learners will p roduce their oral speech 
and ha VO chancc* of goHing foi><.;baoV.
The teacher will tell them  to  notice the 
reaction 0Í the  listeners w hon Ihcy speak to 
them  and realize w h at is m issing in their own 
language. A ccording to  the  interactionists' 
poin t of view, th rough  interaction, 
in te rlocu to rs  m ay SCO th e ir  m istakes and  look 
for the correction of the  partner then they can 
learn  from i t  The teacher will tell the learners 
tha t this strategy is n o t only  helpful in their 
learning process b u t also  of use w hen Ihey 
actually have to com m unicate in \he  target 
language. They can alw ays realize their 
m istakes from  the addressees and m anage to 
correct these m istakes in their way. As for 
practice of ửie sừategy, role playing and pair 
works Ù1 the speaking class can best help.
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In sum m ary , if w e w an t o u r  learners to 
becom e life-long learners, w e sho u ld  teach 
them  the learn ing  strategies so  th a t they can 
''teach" them selves w hen the teachers are no 
longer around . M etaphorically, if w e teach 
people how  to fish, they w ill surv ive their 
w hole life; b u t if we give them  a fish, they 
m ay surv ive one day. T hat's  w h y  researchers 
have m oved  their interest to w ard s trying to 
find o u t m ore  abou t the learners and Ihe 
learning process to help teachers d o  best in 
fad lita ttng  learners' learning. A s learning 
m ay no t an d  should  not necessarily  happen 
inside the classroom  but m o st of the time, it 
h appens ou tsid e  the classroom  w here  there is 
no  teacher an d  no teaching activity a t all. 
W hat can the learners d o  if they  are not 
equipped w ith  the skills of cop ing  w ith  such 
type o f learning? They certainly need to be 
taught the learning strategies to become

autonom ous learners so that they can 
m anage and  control their ow n learning.
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Chiến lược học tập và việc dạy học ngoại ngữ

N g u y ễ n  T h i  T h u  H à

Khoa n g ử  và Văn hóa A n h  - M ỹ, Tnrờng Dại học Ngoại ngữ,
Dại học Q uôcgia Hà N ộ i Dường Phạm Văn Đổng, Câu Giãy, ỉỉà  Nội, Việt Nam

Chiến lược học tập  (learn ing  strategies hay  learner strategies) gẩn dây  đă  trở  thành  đ ể  tài 
nghiên cứu của rất nhicu học già và dược xem  là yếu lố  mới quyct đ ịnh đến  hiệu quả cùa  quá 
trình học tập. T rong bài báo này, tác giả đã  tống hợp, trinh bà\' m ộl số  lý thuyết vễ chiến lược học 
tập và đ ư a  ra ý kiến của b àn  thân  vể  tẩm  q u an  trọng cũng như  cách thức giảng dạy  chiến lược 
học tập trong  việc dạy  ngoại ngữ, d ự a  trên quan  sát và kinh nghiệm  của tác giả n h ư  m ột người 
học và ngưòi dạy  ngoại ngữ.


