
     Scholar Critic                                                 ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
        Vol-02, Issue-02, August 2015.                                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 
 

73 
 

A  Critical Overview of Language Learning Strategy Research and its Future 

Implications 

Ms. Jancy Nandhini Feleciya 

Dr. Shahila Zafar and Dr. Zaved Ahmed Khan 

VIT University, Vellore. 

Abstract: This paper tries to give a general view of the development of the concept of 

learning strategies in second/foreign language acquisition. It goes on to briefly explain 

some of the important strategies that have been of a great use in enhancing the learners’ 

language proficiency and motivation level. Starting with the definitions given by various 

researchers over the period of four decades since the 1970s, the development, 

classification, variables involved in Language Learning Strategies (LLS) and the studies 

conducted so far, both overseas and in India, have been briefly looked into. It is evident 

that not much research has been conducted in India and hence there is call for the young 

researchers to focus on the LLS used among Indian students. Towards the end, a few 

areas in LLS study are mentioned that needs considerable attention. Hence this paper 

gives a clear idea of LLS and leads us into need for strategy based instruction which 

would not only benefit the learners, but also the teachers. 
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Introduction 

Over the last four decades, there has been a gradual, yet a significant shift in the field of 

education, especially in ELT, that has led to a lesser emphasis on teachers and teaching and a 

greater focus on learners and learning, i.e. a shift from the teacher-centered learning to a learner -

centered one. This paper gives a brief overview of the use of language learning strategies (LLS) 

in second language acquisition (SLA), providing a complete description of definitions, 

classifications, historical review, literature review, analysis and variables of learning strategy. 
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Primary research was carried out by early researchers such as Rubin and Stern who first 

introduced the concepts of language learning strategies to the second language literature in 1975. 

This was subsequently followed by other eminent researchers like Naiman et al. (1978), Rubin 

(1981), Brown and Palinscar (1982), O’Malley et al. (1985) and Oxford (1990). Each of them 

had a classification of their own. All of these studies focused on identifying lists of strategies. 

Rebecca Oxford’s book "Language Learning Strategies: What Every Teacher Should Know" 

published in 1990, served as a landmark in language learning research. In this book Oxford 

included the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL), a questionnaire, which has been 

of a great use in the research pertaining to the field. 

Defining Language Learning Strategies 

 Language Learning Strategies are defined as the method for achieving a particular goal 

usually over a period of time using a language. According to Rubin (1975, p.43), strategies are 

“the techniques or devices which a learner may use to acquire knowledge”. Rigney (1978) 

defined learning strategies as procedures with facilitates acquisition, retention, retrieval and 

performance. Tarone (1983) went on to define a learning strategy as "an attempt to develop 

linguistic and sociolinguistic competence in the target language -- to incorporate these into one's 

interlanguage competence" (p. 67). From a comprehensive study of literature, Griffiths in 2008 

synthesized a definition according to which language learning strategies are activities 

consciously chosen by the learners for the purpose of regulating their own learning. 

 Faerch Claus and Casper (1983, p. 67) stressed that a learning strategy is "an attempt to 

develop linguistic and sociolinguistic competence in the target language. Wenden and Rubin 

(1987, p. 19) defined learning strategies as "... any sets of operations, steps, plans, routines used 

by the learner to facilitate the obtaining, storage, retrieval, and use of information." O'Malley and 

Chamot (1990) defined learning strategies as "the special thoughts or behaviors that individuals 

use to help them comprehend, learn, or retain new information" (p. 1). According to Oxford, 

Language learning strategies are, “specific actions, behaviors, steps, or techniques that students 

(often intentionally) use to improve their progress in developing L2 skills. These strategies can 

facilitate the internalization, storage, retrieval, or use of the new language. Strategies are tools for 
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the self-directed involvement necessary for developing communicative ability.” (Oxford, 1992/ 

1993, p. 18).They do not only aid language learning, but also the learning of other subjects like 

maths, chemistry, etc. In other words, when learners start to learn something, they have the 

ability to respond to the particular learning situation and to manage their learning in an 

appropriate way. 

Richards and Platt (1992, p. 209) state 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." According to Stern (1992, p. 261), "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 broadly conceived intentional directions and 

learning techniques." Therefore Ellis (1993) identified two main types of learning strategy, 

behavioural (the one that can actually observe learners doing) and mental (the one that works 

quietly inside the minds of each individual).They are thus, the “activities consciously chosen by 

learners for the purpose of regulating their own learning” as stated in Griffiths (2008, p. 8). 

Thus, language learning strategies aid in the learning of a language and thereby influence 

the learners’ language proficiency. Figure 1 given below shows some of the features of language 

learning strategies. 
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Background and historical perspective 

 Research into language learning strategies began early in the 1970s which focused on 

good language learners (Rubin, 1975; Stern, 1975; Naiman et al., 1978). Since then there has 

been many studies conducted by different researchers to find out the different strategies used in 

learning a second/foreign language. Through these studies they have recognized certain 

strategies which they found can be applied to ESL/EFL students in a successful way. These 

strategies were studied and classified by many researchers in different ways.  

 Figure 2 given below provides a clear idea on the development and classification of 

strategies by different researchers starting from the early 70s. 

 

Source: Oxford (1990) 
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 The year 1990 served as a milestone in the research of language learning strategies. 

Rebecca Oxford, based on the previous research findings and developments in cognitive 

psychology, published two primary works containing classifications of language learning 

strategies. They were, Language Learning Strategies: What Every Teacher Should Know and 

Michael O’Malley’s and Anna Uhl Chamot’s Learning Strategies in Second Language 

Acquisition. The former publication included SILL (Strategy inventory for Language Learning), 

a questionnaire, which has been used a great deal in many studies.  

It was Oxford (1990), who developed the most comprehensive, detailed and systematic 

layout of strategies. She categorized language strategies into two broad categories, Direct and 

Indirect strategies, which were further divided into six sub categories (1990, p.151). Figure 3 

given below explains the sub categories: 

Figure 3 CATEGORIZATION OF LANGUAGE LEARNING STRATEGIES 

Direct strategies: Memory, 
Cognitive and 

Compensation Strategies. 

  

Memory Strategies 
They help students store 

and retrieve new 
information 

Cognitive Strategies 
They involve more direct 

manipulation of the 
learning material itself. 

Compensation Strategies 
They help learners to 
understand or produce 
messages in the target 

language despite 
limitations of knowledge. 

Indirect strategies: 
Metacognitive, Affective 

and Social Strategies. 

  

Metacognitive Strategies 
They involve planning, 

thinking about the learning 
process as it is taking place, 

and monitoring, and 
evaluating one’s progress. 

Affective Strategies 
They help students to 

regulate emotions, 
motivations and attitudes. 

Social Strategies 
They help to learn through 

interaction with others. 

Source: Oxford (1990) 
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With the development of SILL, there are has been many studies conducted on its 

usability and validity and this instrument was believed to have valuable influence on the 

learners’ language proficiency.  

Studies conducted with different variable in LLS 

 It has been found that there are many factors or variables that influence a student’s use of 

language learning strategies. Age, gender, attitude, motivation, learning styles, language 

proficiency, individual difference, cultural differences are a few to be named. The most 

important variable that is influenced by strategy use is Language Proficiency. The main aim of 

the research into language learning strategies is obviously to improve the quality of learning. 

Therefore, the relationship between the uses of strategies and that of the results need to be 

studied. Now, the paper will focus on the review of numerous studies conducted based on 

language proficiency and other factors mentioned above. 

  Bailystok (1979) studied the influences of using language learning strategies on ESL 

learners performance and found that his strategies did have a positive effect on the learners 

overall achievement. This research was subsequently followed by Oxford and Nyikos (1989), 

who through a study with 1200 university students explored the relationship between language 

learners’ proficiency and their use of strategy. This was done through the use of SILL 

questionnaire where they found that the varied socio-economic background of the students 

affected their use of strategies. 

 In a study carried out by Vann and Abraham (1987, 1990), on successful and 

unsuccessful students, it was observed that successful students employed appropriate strategies 

more frequently than the unsuccessful students. The study revealed that even the unsuccessful 

students used almost the same strategies as those of successful learners, but less frequently. 

 It was in 1995 that Erhman and Oxford, based on a study with ESL/EFL students, using 

the SILL questionnaire found out that only cognitive strategies had a vital relationship with 

language proficiency. They meant to say that cognitive strategies significantly influenced the 

ESL/EFl learners’ proficiency levels. Ehrman (2003, p. 3) reports on studies made by Abraham 
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and Vann (1987) and O’Malley and Chamot (1996) in which it was discovered that there was not 

only a quantitative but also qualitative difference in strategy use because “less able learners often 

use strategies in a random, unconnected and uncontrolled manner” while more proficient users 

use a well-orchestrated set of strategies, called a strategy chain (Oxford 2001, in Ehrman 2003, 

p. 3). 

 Motivation has also been found as the most important variable that is affecting or being 

affected by strategy use. Moreover, studies have confirmed that the use of language learning 

strategy have resulted in higher motivation among learners. (Nunan 1997, Oxford 2003, p.11) 

 Finally, a detailed study of LLSs was presented by Oxford and Ehrman (1995), where 

they simultaneously conducted researches on strategy use with a number of variables such as 

language proficiency, gender, motivation, learning styles, personality, individual difference, etc. 

They also reported that LLS and language proficiency are directly proportionate to each other 

and that this can be measured through means of self-assessment tests, achievement scale, etc.  

LLS studies conducted in India 

 A few studies on LLS have also been conducted in India. Sunanda Patil and Tripti 

Karekatti (2012) carried out a study on the use of LLS by engineering students across four 

colleges of Ratnagiri district (Maharashtra, India). Using SILL as the data collecting tool, they 

discovered that the students showed a greater preference for Metacognitive, Cognitive, 

Compensation and social strategy and thereby, hardly using the memory and affective strategies. 

The study also revealed that these students were not aware of the use and benefits of LLSs. 

 A very recent case study was conducted by Sindhu Harish (2014), in the state of Kerala, 

among the Malayalee undergraduate students across four colleges of a same University. The 

study was based on the social strategy use under three contexts namely, in class, on campus, 

outside the classroom, and off campus.  Data was collected through interviews and SILL 

questionnaire. The study revealed that though the students were highly motivated, they hardly 

used social strategies. This finding gives emphasis on the need of the students to socialize in 

order to make them proficient users of the language. 
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The current status of LLS research 

A very recent paper of Cohen and Griffiths (2015) titled, “Revisiting LLS Research 40 

Years Later” was written based on a study to gather information on the current ideas of 

researchers on this topic. It had an open ended survey question that said, “If you had your way 

(i.e., unlimited time, research assistants, and financial support), briefly state what you personally 

would like to do language learner strategies research on.  If you want to be more specific, how 

would you conduct the study? (p. 1). From the various responses received, they laid out seven 

general areas of research in the field of LLS which included research on areas that has received 

less attention so far, on strategy instruction from the perspective of both teachers and learners, on 

ways to harness information technology into LLS and so on. Hence this gives more opportunity 

for future researchers to research on and bridge in the gaps.  

Conclusion 

 The various researches on LLSs explore the existence of a wide range of individual 

learning strategies used among learners from different cultural and language backgrounds (Reid, 

1987).Apart from Oxford’s SILL, many assessment tools exist for assessing the strategies used 

by L2 learners. Some of them are Self-report surveys, observations, interviews, learner journals, 

dialogue journals, think-aloud techniques, and other measures have been used. Each one of these 

has advantages and disadvantages, as analyzed by Oxford (1990) and Cohen and Scott (1996). 

However, SILL has been the most widely used survey questionnaire and has been translated into 

more than 20 languages and used in many of the published studies around the world. 

 As mentioned earlier, LLS were recognized in order to enhance language learning among 

students, to make them realize their learner autonomy and thereby improve their language 

proficiency. Hence in our opinion, LLS in ESL/EFL contexts, not only motivate and encourage 

learners to learn a language, but also paves a way for the teachers to reflect and improve their 

teaching to meet the learners’ needs. Therefore, this overview of literature on LLS gives 

significant information on what has been done so far and also guides us for further research. 
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