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Abstract—Language learning strategy, a crucial variable of individual differences in second language 

acquisition (SLA), has been a fiercely discussed topic since 1970s, attracting a large number of researchers and 

teachers who have already made great achievements. This article aims to conduct a small-scale review of 

studies concerning language learning strategy, finding that studies in this respect were done mainly from 

perspectives of definition, identification and classification, usage and assessment and instruction of language 

learning strategy, and factors which exert influences on it. It is plausible to say that research on this issue is 

comparatively comprehensive, appreciating wide coverage and great achievements, but certain points are still 

in controversy. Although there are many related studies, rare studies were devoted to language learning 

strategy under the context of learners in mainland China. Subsequently, implications for further research and 

pedagogy in terms of language learning strategy are discussed.  

 

Index Terms—language learning strategy, definition, identification and classification, usage and assessment, 

instruction, factor 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Since the career of English teacher has begun, a phenomenon have been noticed that students in a same class taught 

by a same teacher using same teaching methods perform differently in English acquisition, with some students being 

more successful than others, no matter English as a mother language, second language or foreign language. It is 

consistent with what Gass & Selinker (2008) pointed out that “one of the most widely recognized facts about second 

language learning is that some individuals are more successful in learning a second language than other individuals” (p. 

395). Of course, there is a series of complicated factors behind the phenomenon, which interact with each other to exert 

influence on students’ second/foreign language learning. Some are extrinsic, being related to language and society, 
while some are intrinsic, being related to students themselves, for instance, aptitude, motivation, attitude, gender, 

learning style, language proficiency, autonomy and the like (Carson & Longhini, 2002; Gass & Selinker 2008; Murray, 

2010; Nisbet, Tindall & Arroyo, 2005; Park, 1997; Wharton, 2000). This article conducts a review of studies revolving 

around one of those variables in individual differences in second/foreign language acquisition, that is, language learning 

strategy. 

Taking language learning strategy as the core, libraries were visited and the Internet was surfed so as to find as more 

studies concerning this issue as possible, then using language learning strategy (ies) as key words to search relevant 

studies in order to find lots of studies in this respect as well and finally choosing those whose titles have key words of 
(language) learning strategy (ies). After such kind of literature retrieval, 24 journal articles and books were gathered, 

which were used as the subject of analysis in this paper. After reviewing and analyzing these studies, this article 

summarizes different perspectives of language learning strategy research and discusses their implications for further 

research and pedagogy. 

II.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Since 1970s, growing studies have focused their attention on language learning strategy, which could be generally 

divided into two broad areas, that is, theoretical research and empirical research. After conducting a small-scale review 

of studies about language learning strategy which were retrieved, different perspectives of language learning strategy 
research could be discerned, namely, definition, identification and classification, practical usage and assessment, and 

training/instruction of language learning strategy, and factors influencing language learning strategy use. 

In fact, those studies cannot be divided in such a clear-cut way because a number of studies are involved in more than 

one aspect. For instance, O’Malley & Chamot (1990) investigated language learning strategy systematically by 

reviewing previous research, explaining rationale for and contribution to integrating cognitive theory into strategy 

research, and discussing its definition, classification, usage, effectiveness, and instruction. Similarly, Oxford (1990) 

conducted a comparatively complete research, including its definition, feature, classification, assessment and instruction, 

and how to apply strategies to listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Torres (2013) reviewed certain definitions and 
classifications of language learning strategy, examined “good” language learners’ strategy use and proposed an 

approach to strategy training and self-regulatory awareness practice. While there are some scholars who conducted a 

literature review, discussing strategy training model, definition, classification, and factors influencing language learning 
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strategy use (Lee, 2010; Liu, 2010). This article makes a classification of the retrieved studies in such a way in order to 

gain a general scenery of studies about language learning strategy. The classification is as follows. 

Firstly, in terms of the definition of language learning strategy, it has not been reached a consensus. There are 

different descriptions of definition of language learning strategy. Scholars have discussed it from different angles 

(Cohen, 1998; Lee, 2010; Liu, 2010; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990; Scarcella & Oxford, 1992; Torres, 2013; 

Tseng, Dörnyei & Schmitt, 2006). Oxford gave a definition of language learning strategy as “specific actions taken by 

the learner to make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and more transferrable to 
new situations” (Oxford, 1990, p. 8). On the other hand, Scarcella and Oxford defined it as “specific actions, behaviors, 

steps, techniques [or thoughts]—such as seeking out conversation partners, or giving oneself encouragement to tackle a 

difficult language task—used by students to enhance their own learning” (Oxford, 2003, p. 274). Cohen believed that 

language learning strategies are “those processes which are consciously selected by learners and which may result in 

action taken to enhance the learning or use of a second or foreign language, through the storage, retention, recall, and 

application of information about that language” (Gass & Selinker, 2008, p. 439). O’Malley & Chamot thought learning 

strategies as “the special thoughts or behaviors that individuals use to help them comprehend, learn, or retain new 

information” (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990, p. 1). 
Although the wording of definitions of language learning strategy proposed by different scholars varies, there are 

some common points behind them, which are of great importance. Oxford summarized those common points of 

language learning strategy as follows: 

1. Contribute to the main goal, communicative competence. 

2. Allow learners to become more self-directed.  

3. Expand the role of teachers.  

4. Are problem-oriented.  

5. Are specific actions taken by the learner.  
6. Involve many aspects of the learner, not just the cognitive.  

7. Support learning both directly and indirectly.  

8. Are not always observable.  

9. Are often conscious.  

10. Can be taught.  

11. Are flexible.  

12. Are influenced by a variety of factors (Oxford, 1990, p. 9). 

Secondly, some researchers were committed to identifying and classifying different types of language learning 
strategies (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990; Rubin, 1981). There are many ways to identify language learning 

strategies such as interviews, diaries, questionnaires, and think aloud protocol. The think aloud protocol might be the 

most popular way to identify language learning strategies. After identifying different strategies, scholars embarked on 

classifying them and different scholars have different classification modes. O’Malley & Chamot (1990) classified 

language learning strategies into three broad types, that is, metacognitive strategies, cognitive strategies, and 

social/affective strategies (pp. 42-55). Oxford divided the language learning strategies into “two major classes: direct 

and indirect. These two classes are subdivided into a total of six groups (memory, cognitive, and compensation under 

the direct class; metacognitive, affective, and social under the indirect class)” (Oxford, 1990, p.14). Rubin classified 
them into strategies that directly affect learning, including clarification/verification, monitoring, memorisation, 

guessing/inductive inferencing, deductive reasoning, and practice, and processes that contribute indirectly to learning, 

including creation of opportunities for practice and production tricks (Lee, 2010, p139). 

Thirdly, how learners use language learning strategies and how to assess the usage of language learning strategies 

attracted attentions of other researchers and teachers (Fan, 2003; Gu, Hu & Zhang, 2005; Lai, 2009; Murray, 2010; Park, 

1997; Vandergrift, 2003; Wharton, 2000). Gu, Hu & Zhang (2005) conducted an empirical study on lower primary 

school pupils’ use of language learning strategies in Singapore to check whether the think-aloud protocol would be 

applicable to investigate children’s language learning strategy use. Wharton (2000) studied strategy use by university 
students learning Japanese and French as foreign languages in Singapore and factors impacting their strategy use based 

on Oxford’s (1990) SILL. Vandergrift (2003) examined listening strategy use by grade 7 students learning French as a 

foreign language, finding that more skilled and less skilled listeners used strategies differently. Lai (2009) researched 

strategy use by EFL learners in Taiwan with result that proficient and less proficient subjects adopted different 

strategies. Fan (2003) studied Cantonese speakers learning English vocabulary, focusing on identification of vocabulary 

learning strategies. 

In order to assess the effectiveness of a certain language learning strategy use, a majority of scholars adopted 

Oxford’s SILL (Carson & Longhini, 2002; Hsiao & Oxford, 2002; Lee, 2010; Murray, 2010; Nisbet, Tindall & Arroyo, 
2005; Park, 1997; Wharton, 2000). Meanwhile, realizing certain limitations of SILL, some scholars gave thought about 

new approaches to assess language learning strategy use (Tseng, Dörnyei & Schmitt, 2006). Tseng, Dörnyei & Schmitt 

(2006) proposed “Self-Regulating Capacity in Vocabulary Learning” (SRCvoc) to measure language learners’ self-

regulatory capacity in English vocabulary learning. Setiyadi (2014) investigated language learning strategies employed 

by 88 EFL students at an Indonesian university and then put forward a language learning strategy measurement for EFL 
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learners. Woodrow (2005) discussed usefulness of using Likert-type scales to assess learning language strategies, 

finding it was not appropriate and proposed a new approach using qualitative methods. 

Fourthly, different learners have the possibility of using different strategies successfully or unsuccessful because 

there are factors of variety behind it which influence learning language strategy use. Adopting a diary study, Carson & 

Longhini (2002) investigated the learning environment (Spanish-speaking Argentina) and learning style influencing the 

diarist’s strategy use by employing Oxford’s SILL. Murray (2010) examined the factor of language proficiency in 

context of Korean as a foreign language by utilizing Oxford’s SILL with result that a generally low positive relation 
between strategy use and proficiency was found. Utilizing Oxford’s SILL, Park (1997) conducted research on EFL 

university students in Korea, focusing on the factor of language proficiency with results that there is a linear relation 

between them and certain strategies are used more frequently than others. Nisbet, Tindall & Arroyo (2005) adopted 

Oxford’s SILL to examine factors of language proficiency and gender in the context of Chinese EFL university students 

with results that minimal correlation between proficiency and strategy use was found, and it seemed gender didn’t exert 

influence on language learning strategy use. Wharton discussed factors affecting strategy use by university students 

learning Japanese and French in Singapore, language proficiency and gender in particular, while at the same time listing 

a series of factors as follows: 
A number of factors are assumed to affect the types, numbers, and frequency of use of language learning strategies: 

cultural background, language studied, stage of learning, age, motivation, language learning goals, FL versus second 

language (SL) settings, previous language learning experience, language learning styles (including the influence of 

language teaching methods and task requirements), gender, anxiety, lack of inhibition, and career or academic 

specialization (Wharton, 2000, p. 207). 

Fifthly, some researchers and teachers have invested great efforts in studying instruction/training of language 

learning strategies. Although there is a minority of scholars who believe there is little or no relation between language 

learning strategy use and development of language learning, a number of studies show that successful language learners 
could appropriately utilize various strategies with a high frequency in different contexts, while less successful language 

learners usually use fewer strategies in a less efficient way. Generally speaking, language learning strategies could be 

helpful to improve learners’ language learning. “L2 learning strategies can help learners improve their own perception, 

reception, storage, retention, and retrieval of language information” (Oxford, 2003, p. 274). Oxford (1990) believed 

appropriate language learning strategies could improve learners’ proficiency and self-confidence (p. 1). And Lai (2009) 

thought “training students in using learning strategies and assisting them in developing their own unique ways of 

learning would make them independent and effective learners” (p. 276). Moreover, “less successful language learners 

can be taught new strategies, thus helping them become better language learners” (Chamot, 2005, p. 112). “In general, 
strategy specialists believe that learners with strategic knowledge of language learning, compared with those without, 

become more efficient, resourceful, and flexible, thus acquiring a language more easily” (Tseng, Dörnyei & Schmitt, 

2006, p. 78). 

Since language learning strategy use is proved to be useful and beneficial to language learning in most cases, whether 

language learning strategies from successful learners could be taught to or shared with those less successful ones, or in 

other words, is language learning strategy teachable? As for this question, scholars hold different viewpoints. On the 

one hand, a minority of scholars hold negative viewpoints (Plonsky, 2011; Rees-Miller, 1993; Skehan, 1989). “Studies 

of SI [strategy instruction] have also produced negative and mixed results across many of the same contexts, treatments, 
and outcome variables” (Plonsky, 2011, p. 994). “Although most researchers of language learning strategies believe 

learning strategies can be taught, others (Rees-Miller, 1993; Skehan, 1989) are more skeptical or cautious” (Wharton, 

2000, p. 206). On the other hand, a majority of scholars cherish positive views (Hassan, et al, 2005; Macaro, 2006; Park, 

1997;). Park (1997) suggested that language learning strategies should be taught in class. “Despite some setbacks and 

some reservations, learner strategy instruction (or ‘training’) appears to be effective in promoting successful learning if 

it is carried out over lengthy periods of time and if it includes a focus on meta-cognition” (Macaro, 2006, p. 321). 

Hassan, Macaro, Mason, Nye, Smith & Vanderplank (2005) conducted a deep review of 38 studies concerning language 

learning strategy training, pointing out “there is sufficient research evidence to support claims that training language 
learners to use strategies is effective, but it is not possible to say from this evidence whether the effect of training is 

long-lasting or not” (Hassan, et al., 2005). 

It seems that people holding positive view about effectiveness of language learning strategy instruction/training 

outnumber those holding negative view. At all events, it is advisable that teachers should grasp a deep understanding of 

language learning strategies so that they can help students adopt appropriate strategies to aid their language learning. 

This article aims to embark on this issue by conducting a literature review of language learning strategies as the first 

step, hoping teachers/instructors who haven’t given a thought on this point now gain a primary understanding of it. 

III.  DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATION 

As far as language learning strategy research is concerned, it has a comparatively comprehensive coverage varying 

from definition, identification, classification, usage, assessment, instruction to factors influencing language learning 

strategy. Nonetheless, some research perspectives might deserve in-depth study. 
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First of all, great attention were paid to relationship between language proficiency and learning strategy use, whereas 

certain factors such as culture, learning environment, learning style and so on get little attention. Therefore, relevant 

studies could expand their coverage to new factors. 

Secondly, a large number of previous studies utilized the classification system of Oxford’s SILL (Strategy Inventory 

for Language Learning) while investigating language learning strategy use. The SILL which has two versions, namely, 

Version 5.1 and Version 7.0, is a structured survey based on Oxford’s (1990) strategy system. It consists of multiple-

choice questions and is graded by the 5-point scale ranging from “never or almost never” to “always or almost always” 
to assess frequency of language learning strategy use. Version 5.1 containing 80 items is aimed at native English 

speakers, while Version 7.0 having 50 items is targeted against learners of English as a second or foreign language 

(Oxford, 1990, p. 199). Oxford’s SILL has been questioned by some scholars. For instance, Tseng, Dörnyei & Schmitt 

(2006) pointed out, “the scales in the SILL are not cumulative and computing mean scale scores is not justifiable 

psychometrically” (p. 83). Therefore, it is advised that future research could conduct experiments about different 

classification systems or put forward new systems. 

Thirdly, it is of great possibility that a number of teachers do not grasp a large repertoire of language learning 

strategies (in fact, many teachers haven’t given a thought on language learning strategies, but they just teach what the 
course books tells), or they know many language learning strategies, but they just don’t know how to explicitly 

instruct/train students in this respect; on the contrary, there is also another possibility that some researchers grasp a large 

repertoire of language learning strategies, but they do not have opportunities to apply them to classrooms or they don’t 

have opportunities to share with teachers. Therefore, it is advisable that researchers and teachers would work together to 

run training workshops or programs for training pre-service and in-service teachers, especially for those at ordinary 

universities (contrast to those prestigious universities) who had rare opportunities to take further education in this regard. 

Or forums or conferences concerning such kind of topics could be held frequently to facilitate communications in this 

field between researchers and teachers. 
Fourthly, which language learning strategies could be taught or how to conduct strategies instruction deserves 

researchers and teachers’ attention because language teachers could take full advantages of first-hand materials directly 

to help students acquire a certain language and an effective language learning strategy would be much helpful to 

language learners. Moreover, corresponding materials and curriculum development revolving around language learning 

strategies should be worthy of investing great efforts. And more action studies would be designed to test the 

effectiveness of a certain language learning strategies. 

Last but not least, with the deepening of China’s Reform and Opening-up and the Belt and Road Initiative, growing 

Chinese begin to actively learn English as a foreign language, covering every levels of education in China from 
kindergarten to doctor; however, it is not hard to find that rare studies have been devoted to language learning strategy 

use in context of Chinese university students, let alone those at tier-3 university (universities in China could be 

generally divided into three types hierarchically, namely, top universities as tier-1, major universities as tier-2, and 

ordinary universities as tier-3). Consequently, attentions might be paid more to Chinese university students who are 

learning English language, in particular those tier-3 university students and primary or secondary school students in 

order to help them improve their English learning. 

On the other hand, language learning strategy instruction deserves attention as well. Although there are many studies 

focusing on strategy instruction, it still needs more efforts to study how to conduct strategy instruction and how to 
instruct teachers to instruct language learning strategy to facilitate language learners acquire a certain language. Just as 

Plonsky pointed out that “turning to the effects of SI [strategy instruction] with different outcome variable, the data 

indicate that SI is much more effective for certain skills than for others” (Plonsky, 2011, p. 1010), teachers should take 

different factors into consideration and then decide which strategies should be adopted to be explicitly taught. 

Furthermore, teachers could choose certain strategies which they think are appropriate to design certain action research 

projects in order to check whether they are indeed helpful to their students under that context. Then, teachers should 

make a clear explanation for students that “a learning strategy cannot, a priori, be categorized as either good or bad” 

(Oxford, 2003, p. 274), but be appropriate for certain people in certain context. Next, researchers or language teachers 
from different countries or in different contexts of language learning would be encouraged to share their first-hand 

studies or experiences so as to cover a wider area of language learning strategies. Moreover, the subjects of studies in 

terms of language learning strategies would be expanded and be covered more to middle schools because a successful 

language experience should be based on a solid language base, consequently, it is of necessity to conduct more studies 

about language learning strategies of primary and secondary students in order to help them grasp a more effective 

language learning strategies to improve their language proficiency. 

IV.  CONCLUSION 

Language learning strategies, as an important variable of individual differences of second language acquisition, play 
a crucial role in language learning and attract lots of attention from researchers and teachers. Numerous studies were 

devoted to language learning strategies, covering a wide area. This article conducts a small-scale review of studies 

concerning language learning strategies and generally divides them into several perspectives of definition, identification 

and classification, usage and assessment, and instruction/training of language learning strategies, and factors 
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influencing language learning strategy use. Although research on this issue covers comparatively complete perspectives, 

some perspectives still need in-depth research theoretically and pedagogically. For example, factors like culture, 

learning settings, styles and others impacting strategy use deserve further research. New classification systems of 

language learning strategies should be proposed under the backdrop of changing learning environments and methods to 

advance with the times. Materials and curriculum about language learning strategy instruction should be developed 

correspondingly. Training workshops for teachers in terms of strategy instruction should be run. More forums or 

conferences in this field would be held to facilitate communication between researchers and teachers. Then the language 
learning strategy research of English as a foreign language in the context of China’s education deserve more attention. 
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