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Abstract: The study investigates language learning strategies (LLSs) employed by first
year English major students at School of Foreign Languages (SFL), Thai Nguyen
University (TNU) and examines differences in the use of LLSs among students with
different language learning experiences measured by years of learning English. Two data
collection instruments used are a questionnaire adapted from the Strategy Inventory for
Language Learning (SILL) (Oxford, 1990) and an interview. The study was conducted with
the participation of 100 first year English major students at SFL, TNU. The results of the
study indicate that all the LLSs were used by the 100 participants. In addition, there were a
number of variations in the employment of LLSs among students with different language
learning experiences. It was found that the more experienced students used LLSs much
more frequently than the less experienced ones.
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1. Introduction

In the era of integration and globalization, English has become an international means of
communication. English has been the dominant language in the fields of education, commerce,
tourism and many other aspects of life. In the field of education, English has been taught as one
of the compulsory subjects at all levels of education in many countries (Mai Lan Anh, 2010).
Due to the importance of English, plenty of research on English language teaching and learning
has been conducted.

In Vietnam, English has affirmed its important position in different fields, especially in
education. However, most Vietnamese students learn English with the aim of finishing the
course or passing examinations. Few students find English interesting and learn English because
their interest because English is so difficult for them to learn and to love. According to an
investigation of Ho Chi Minh City Department of Science and Technology, 50 percent of
university graduates do not meet the requirements of English language skill and only 3 percent
of Vietnamese students have obtained international English certificates. One of the main reasons
for this is their lack of English language learning strategies. An abundance of research on
language learning strategies, therefore, have been carried out and a number of suggestions have
been given (Le Thanh Hoang (1999), Mai Lan Anh (2010), Mai Dang Phuong (2012)).
However, none of them was done at School of Foreign Language (SFL), Thai Nguyen
University (TNU). This study is, therefore, aimed at answering the following questions:
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1. What English language learning strategies are frequently employed by the first year
English major students at School of Foreign Languages, Thai Nguyen University?

2. What are the differences in the students’ use of English language learning strategies
due to English learning experience?

2. Literature review
2.1. Definition of language learning strategies

There have been numerous definitions of language learning strategies by different
researchers. According to Oxford, language learning strategies are “mental steps or operation
that learners use to learn a new language and to regulate their effort to do so” (Oxford, 1990, p.
7). O’Malley and Chamot (1990, p. 1) defined language learning strategies as “special thoughts
or behaviours that individuals use to help them comprehend, learn or retain new information”.
Language learning strategies are “operations employed by the learner to aid the acquisition,
storage, retrieve and use of information...; specific actions taken by the learner to make learning
easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective and more transferable to
situation” (Oxford (1990), p. 1). The definition by Oxford (1990) is used in the current study.

2.2. Classification of language learning strategies

In Rubin’s (1987) viewpoint, there were three types of language learning strategies which
are learning strategies, communication strategies, and social strategies. These types of learning
strategies make direct or indirect contribution to learner’s learning process.

The most notable classification of language learning strategies was given by Oxford
(1990). According to Oxford, there are 62 strategies which are divided into two main categories,
direct and indirect. Direct strategies consist of three subtypes of strategies: memory strategies,
cognitive strategies and compensation strategies. Indirect strategies include metacognitive
strategies, affective strategies and social strategies. Direct and indirect strategies work together
and assist language learners in different ways. While direct strategies help learners store,
recover information and even produce language, indirect strategies support and manage
language learning strategies without direct engagement.

2.3. Studies on language learning strategy
2.3.1. Studies on language learning strategy employment

Bremner (1999) conducted a study in order to study the language learning strategies used
by a group of Hong Kong learners. The participants of the study were 149 students who were
attending a language and communication skill course at the City University of Hong Kong. The
researcher used a fifty-item questionnaire adapted from Oxford’s Strategy Inventory for
Language Learning (SILL) as a data collection instrument. The result showed a medium level of
strategies use by learners. In addition, compensation and metacognitive strategies were used
most frequently while memory strategies were least frequently used.

Ratana (2007) investigated the English language problems and learning strategies of
thirty Thai students of Mahidol University. A questionnaire modified from Oxford’s (1990)
SILL was used as the instrument to collect the data for the research. The study result showed a
26



Tap chi Khoa hoc Ngbén ngit va Van héa ISSN 2525-2674 Tap 3,501, 2019

medium frequency use of strategies among participants. The thirty Thai students used
metacognitive the most frequently but in medium range, and compensatory strategies the least
frequently.

Dhanapala (2007) explored the differences in language learning strategy use between
Japanese and Sri Lankan advanced English language students. The three data collection
instruments were a Sixty-item strategy questionnaire modified from Oxford’s SILL, a
background questionnaire, and an English proficiency test. It was indicated from the study result
that Sri Lankan students employed strategies more often than the Japanese ones. The Sri Lankan
students gave the most preference to metacognitive strategies followed by cognitive strategies
and memory strategies. On the other hand, the Japanese students used compensation strategies
the most frequently and affective strategies the least.

It is indicated from the previous study that the most common data collection instrument
was a strategy questionnaire adapted from Oxford’s (1990) SILL. The result of the studies
revealed that most participants showed a medium frequency use of language learning strategies.
In addition, the metacognitive strategies were the most frequently used. Compensation strategies
were also mentioned as being used frequently, followed by social strategies and cognitive
strategies.

2.3.2. Studies on the relationship between language learning experience and language
learning strategy use

Purdie and Oliver (1999) carried out an investigation on language learning strategies
employed by bilingual-aged children from three main cultural groups: Asian (predominantly
Vietnamese or Chinese dialect speakers), European (children who spoke Greek and those who
identified themselves as speakers of Macedonian), and speakers of Arabic. The instrument for
collecting the data was a written questionnaire. The results pointed out that the students who had
been in Australia for a longer period of time (three or less year and four or more) obtained
significantly higher mean scores for Cognitive strategies and for Memory strategies. From the
findings of the study, it could be concluded that experience in studying a language can affect the
language learning strategy use.

Khamkhien did a research on the factors affecting language learning strategy used by
Thai and Vietnamese EFL learners in 2010. The two main objectives of the study were to
determine the effects of three factors (gender, motivation and experiences in studying English)
on the choices of language learning strategies and to compare the roles of these factors and the
pattern of language learning strategy used by Thai and Vietnamese students. The study was
conducted with the participation of 136 undergraduate students (84 Thai and 52 Vietnamese
students). All the participants had no more than 4-months experience abroad and had at least 6
years of experience of learning English. The researcher used the 80-item Strategy Inventory for
Language Learning as the instrument of data collection. The result noted that along with
motivation and gender, language learning experiences had significant effects on the learners’
language learning employment. With regard to Thai students, cognitive and metacognitive
categories were used more frequently by those with additional experiences in studying English
in the language center and/or of going abroad than by the ones with no additional experiences.
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For Vietnamese students, the t-test showed that the participants without additional experience
reported higher use of memory category than the additional experience group.

3. Methodology
3.1. Participants

The participants of the research were 100 first year English major students at SFL, TNU.
At the time of gathering the data for this study, they were in the second semester of the school
year 2017-2018. Most of them were from 18 to 20 years old and had learned English for 8 to 12
years. They had never been given any training in language learning strategies. The 20 students
for the face-to-face interview were randomly chosen from the 150 participants.

3.2. The instruments

The questionnaire consists of two parts. Part | is designed by the researcher to collect the
participants’ background information. This part includes questions about name, age, gender,
class, major, years of studying English. Part Il is adapted from the Strategy Inventory for
Language Learning devised by Oxford (1990) with a five point Likert-scale: (1) “never or
almost true for me”, (2) “usually not true of me”, (3) “somewhat true of me”, (4) “usually true
of me”, (5) “always or almost always true of me”.

The interview asked the students questions about name, age, major, English learning
duration and their perceptions about language learning strategies. The purpose of the interview
is to have deeper understanding about the students’ use of language learning strategies.

3.3. Procedure

Firstly, the questionnaire was distributed to the students by the researcher after an English
lesson. The researcher was with students during the time they filled the questionnaire to give
any necessary help such as explaining any new words or strategies in the questionnaire. It took
about 15 minutes for the participants to complete the questionnaire.

Secondly, based on the result of the questionnaire, the researcher chose 20 students to
interview to check the reliability of the students’ answer in the questionnaire. While answering
the interview questions, the interviewees were given a copy of the questionnaire in order to
make sure that they would not forget any strategies. Then the researcher compared their answers
to the interview questions with their responses in the questionnaire.

The data elicited from the questionnaire were analyzed using Statistical Package for
Social Sciences (SPSS), version 22. Each question in the questionnaire was analyzed by
counting its mean. The interviews were recorded and then transcribed for categorizing and
summarizing.

4. Findings and discussion
4.1. Discussion on the result of the questionnaire
4.1.1. Result of the questionnaire

Use of overall strategies
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Table 1 reveals that the 100 participants used most strategy categories at “medium” level.
As can be seen from it, social strategies were the most frequently used among the six categories
(M = 3.49). The second highest rank was compensation strategies (M = 3.09), followed by
memory strategies (M = 2.90), affective strategies (M = 2.88), metacognitive strategies (M =
2.86) and cognitive strategies (M = 2.69). It is easily recognized that all the strategy categories
were in the same frequency level. No great disparity, therefore, could be seen among the
columns representing the six strategy categories in the table.

Table 1. The subjects’ responses to the use of the six strategy categories

Strategy Category | Number of students | Mean | SD Rank order of the usage

A: Memory 100 2.90 .847 3

B: Cognitive 100 2.69 .886 6

C: Compensation 100 3.09 | .920 2

D: Metacognitive 100 2.86 | .841 5

E: Affective 100 2.88 .883 4

F: Social 100 349 | .852 1

Use of individual language learning strategies

Table 2. Memory category descriptive statistics

Individual Strategy N MEAN SD
1. I think of relationships between what | already know and new 100 2.35 .828
things I learn in English.
2. | use new English words in a sentence so | can remember them. 100 3.55 .835
3. | connect the sound of a new English word and an image or picture 100 2.33 .930
of the word to help me remember the word.
4. | remember a new English word by making a mental picture of a 100 2.13 .994
situation in which the word might be used.
5. 1 use rhymes to remember new English words. 100 2.83 .821
6. | use flashcards to remember new English words. 100 3.67 .876
7. 1 physically act out new English words. 100 3.22 .851
8. | review English lessons often. 100 3.81 .884
9. | remember new English words or phrase by remembering their 100 2.25 .882
location on the page, on the board, or on a screen sign.

Table 2 shows that there were significant differences in the use of memory category
(items 1 to 9). The strategies used the most often were “I review English lessons often” (M =
3.81), “I use flashcards to remember new words” (M = 3.67), and “I use English words in a
sentence so that I can remember them” (M = 3.55). Five strategies were found to be in low use,
item 1 (M = 2.35), item 3 (M = 2.33), item 4 (M = 2.13), item 9 (M = 2.25) and item 5 (M =
2.83).

29



Journal of Inquiry into Languages and Cultures ISSN 2525-2674 Vol 3, N° 1, 2019

Table 3. Cognitive Category descriptive statistics

Individual Strategy N MEAN SD
10. | say or write new English words several times. 100 3.34 1.022
11. | try to talk like native English speakers. 100 2.67 .998
12. | practice the sounds of English. 100 3.55 .833
13. I use the English words | know in different ways. 100 2.13 927
14. | start conversations in English 100 3.14 .948
15. I watch English language TV shows spoken in English or to go to 100 3.23 .834
movies spoken in English.

16. | read for pleasure in English. 100 2.42 .838
17. I write notes, messages, letters, or reports in English. 100 1.88 934
18. | first skim an English passage (read over the passage quickly) 100 2.25 875
then go back and read carefully.

19. I look for words in my own language that are similar to new words 100 3.11 933
in English.

20. 1 try to find patterns in English. 100 1.25 .987
21. | find the meaning of an English word by dividing it into parts that 100 3.01 .998
| understand.

22. | try not to translate word-for-word. 100 3.67 911
23. | make summaries of information that | hear or read in English. 100 2.05 .841.

Table 3 describes the means and standard deviations of cognitive strategies (items 10 to
23). As can be seen, the most frequently used strategy was item 22 - “I try not to translate word
for word” (M = 3.67) followed by item 12 - “I practice the sound of English” (M = 3.55). The
least frequently used strategies were item 20 - “I try to find pattern in English” (M = 1.25), item
17 - “I write note, messages, letter and reports in English” (M = 1.88), item 13 - “I use the
English words I know in different ways” (M = 2.13), item 18 - “I first skim an English passage
then go back and read carefully” (M = 2.25). The other strategies were used at medium level.

Table 4. Compensation Category descriptive statistics

Individual Strategy N MEAN SD
24. To understand unfamiliar English words, | make guesses. 100 3.23 .765
25. When I can’t think of a word during a conversation in English, I 100 3.55 .898
use gestures.

26. | make up new words if I do not know the right ones in English. 100 3.12 875
27. | read English without looking up every new word. 100 2.87 .987
28. | try to guess what the other person will say next in English. 100 2.07 .766
29. If I can’t think of an English word, I use a word or phrase that 100 3.67 .834

means the same thing.

Table 4 gives the means and standard deviations of compensation strategies (items 24 to
29). Remarkable differences are found in the use of compensation strategies among the first
year students. Four out of six items got mean scores higher than 3 while two others got mean
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score lower than 3. Item 29 -“If I can’t think of an English word, I use a word or phrase that
means the same thing” got the highest mean score (M = 3.67) followed by item 25 - “When |
can’t think of a word during a conversation in English, I use gestures” (M = 3.55). The two
items with lowest mean scores were item 28 - “I try to guess what other person will say next in
English” (M = 2.07) and item 27 - “I read English without looking up every new word”.

Table 5. Metacognitive Category descriptive statistics

Individual Strategy N MEAN SD
30. I try to find as many ways as | can to use my English. 100 2.09 .785
31. I notice my English mistakes and use that information to help me 100 2.67 .899
do better.

32. | pay attention when someone is speaking English. 100 3.89 .874
33. I try to find out how to be a better learner of English. 100 2.86 .866
34. | plan my schedule so I will have enough time to study English. 100 3.25 932
35. | look for people | can talk to in English. 100 3.45 .957
36. | look for opportunities to read as much as possible in English. 100 3.21 923
37. | have clear goals for improving my English skills. 100 2.23 .982
38. | think about my progress in learning English. 100 2.05 910

Table 5 describes the use of metacognitive strategies in learning English by the 100
participants. “I pay attention when someone is speaking English” (M = 3.89) was used the most
frequently. “I look for people I can talk to in English” (M = 3.45) ranked the second place
followed by “I plan my schedule so I will have enough time to study English” (M = 3.25) and “T
look for opportunities to read as much as possible in English” (M = 3.21). The least exploited
strategy was “I think about my progress in learning English” (M = 2.05) and “I try to find as
many ways as I can to use my English” (M = 2.09).

Table 6. Affective Category descriptive statistics

Individual Strategy N MEAN SD
39. | try to relax whenever | feel afraid of using English. 100 3.88 .900
40. | encourage myself to speak English even when | am afraid of 100 2.67 .909
making a mistake.

41. | give myself a reward or treat when I do well in English. 100 2.56 .800
42. 1 notice if I am tense or nervous when | am studying or using 100 2.07 .887
English.

43. 1 write own my feelings in a language learning diary. 100 2.56 .857
44. 1 talk to someone else about how I feel when | am learning English. 100 3.52 .861

As can be seen from Table 6, item 39 — “I try to relax whenever I feel afraid of using
English” received the highest mean score (M = 3.88). Item 44 — “[ talk to someone else about
how I feel when I am learning English” got the second highest mean score (M = 3.52). The
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strategy with the lowest mean score was item 44 — “I notice if I am tense or nervous when I am
studying or using English” (M = 2.07). The other strategies got mean scores from 2.56 to 2.67.

Table 7. Social Category descriptive statistics

Individual Strategy N MEAN SD
45, If 1 do not understand something in English, | ask the 100 3.79

other person to slow down or say it again.

46. 1 ask English speakers to correct me when | talk. 100 3.27

47. | practice English with other students. 100 3.85

48. 1 ask for help from English speakers. 100 3.28

49. 1 ask questions in English. 100 3.72

50. I try to learn about the culture of English speakers. 100 3.05

As can be seen from Table 7, mean scores of all social strategies were higher than 3. The
most frequently exploited one is item 47 — “I practice English with other students” (M = 3.85)
followed by item 45 - “If I do not understand something in English, I ask the other person to
slow down or say it again” (M = 3.79) and item 49 — “I ask questions in English” (M = 3.72).
The mean scores of the other strategies ranged from 3.05 to 3.27.

Difference in the use of language learning strategies due to language learning
experiences

The participants’ language learning experience is measured based on numbers of years of
learning English. From the students’ answer in the questionnaire, they are divided into two
groups. The first group consisted of 62 students who have learned English for 8 — 9 years. The
second one included 38 students who have learned English for 10 — 12 years. The first one was
classified as “less experienced” students while the second one was classified as “more
experienced” students. Due to the time limitation, the researcher pointed out the effects of
language learning experience on the overall use of language learning strategies by the less
experienced and more experienced students.

Table 8. Overall strategy use by the less experienced and more experienced students

Strategy category | Less experienced students | More experienced students
Mean Mean

A: Memory 3.19 2.60

B: Cognitive 2.58 2.80

C: Compensation 2.96 3.22

D: Metacognitive 2.77 2.95

E: Affective 2.80 2.96

F: Social 3.15 3.83

As can be seen from Table 8, there were a number of differences between the use of
language learning strategies by the more experienced and the less experienced students. The
clearest difference is that the mean scores of 4 out of 5 categories by the more experienced
students were higher than those by the less experienced ones. Therefore, it can be concluded
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that the more experienced employed language learning strategies more frequently than the less
experienced students. Second, for more experienced students, the social strategies ranked the
first place (M = 3.83) followed by compensation strategies while for less experienced students,
the memory strategies ranked the place (M = 3.19) followed by social strategies.

4.1.2. Discussion on the result of the questionnaire

The result of the current study revealed that the first year students at SFL, TNU were
aware of the importance of learning strategies to the development of their English proficiency.
The mean score of all the students’ response is 3.00 pointed out that the participants used the
language learning strategies at medium level. This result was similar to those of the previous
studies by Bremner (1999) and Ratana (2007). In addition, the result showed the importance of
the language learning strategies in students’ process of learning English, which was similar to
the result of the study conducted by Khamkhien (2010). Moreover, all strategy categories were
used at medium level while some individual strategies of the categories were rated at low use or
high use level, so there was not always a correspondence in the use of learning strategy
categories and individual strategies. Regarding the use of the six strategy categories, the social
strategies were used the most frequently, which was completely different from the result of the
previous studies. The frequent use of the social strategies also revealed that students depended
greatly on other people in their language learning and always wished to practice English with
other people.

With regard to the effects of English learning experience on the language learning strategy
use, the findings indicated that the more experienced students used most strategy categories more
frequently than the less experienced ones. This might due to the fact that the more experienced
participants had more chance to deal with learning strategies in their English learning process or
they might have been taught the learning strategies by their teachers. This result was similar to that
of Purdie and Oliver’s (1999) study. The higher use of memory strategy by the less experienced
students was the same as the findings of Khamkhien’s (2010) study.

4.2. Discussion on the result of the interview

In the second part of the interview, the participants were asked questions about frequency of
language learning strategies. The results of the interview then were compared to those collected in
the questionnaire. It was found that students’ answer to the interview questions matched the
questionnaire’s result. With regard to the frequently used strategies, most of the interviewees
stated that English was really challenging to them, so they often reviewed English lessons to
memorize and understand the lessons better. In addition, flashcards with lively and eye-catching
pictures combining with the sentences with the new words were really useful for them to
remember English words. Besides, due to their lack of vocabulary, they usually used words or
phrases with the same meaning to regulate the flow of their talk. Especially, they paid a lot
attention when listening to other people such as teachers or friends with the purpose of learning
English from the speakers. Additionally, they did their best in finding methods that help their
English better by asking for teachers’ and friends’ help, searching information on the Internet.
Moreover, they were really into talking with other students in English to get peer correction.
Whenever they felt stressed because of using English, they stopped and relaxed.
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5. Recommendation and conclusion

The present research was carried out with the aim of finding out the language learning
strategies applied by the first year English major students. The findings, therefore, could provide
teachers with students’ learning strategy preference so that the teachers could have suitable
teaching methods and build up an effective plan to help them improve their English. For example,
the students preferred the social strategies especially “practice English with other students”, so the
teachers should organized more group work and pair work activities in English lessons.

Firstly, as mentioned in the findings, the participants used language learning strategies at
medium level. As the result, it is necessary for teachers to help their students, especially the first
year ones to determine their strengths and weaknesses in learning English so that they can
choose the suitable language learning strategies. Secondly, based on the results of the current
study, teachers can decide if there is a need for providing their students with language learning
strategies so that they can become more independent in learning English. Thirdly, the more
experienced students have better knowledge of language learning strategies and are fond of
group practice, so it is suggested for teachers to organize a forum in which students can share
their learning strategies with their friends and learn other strategies from them as well. Fourthly,
teachers should have good knowledge of their students’ background such as learning style,
learning experience, learning difficulties in order to choose the most effective teaching methods
as well as language learning strategies. Finally, teachers should also evaluate the textbooks and
other teaching materials being used to see whether there are enough language learning strategies
included so that appropriate additions can be made.
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KHAO SAT CHIEN LUOC HOC NGON NGU
CUA SINH VIEN NAM THU NHAT CHUYEN NGANH
TIENG ANH TAI KHOA NGOAI NGU -

PAI HOC THAI NGUYEN

Tém tit: Nghién ciru nay khao sat chién luoc hoc ngon ngir dugc sir dung boi sinh vién
nam tht nhat chuyén nganh tiéng Anh tai Khoa Ngoai ngir - Dai hoc Thai Nguyén va tim ra
su khac biét trong viéc st dung chién luoc hoc ngon ngilr cla cac sinh vién c6 kinh nghiém
hoc ngén ngit khac nhau dya trén sé ndm hoc tiéng Anh ciia cac sinh vién. Téc gia st dung
hai cong cu thu thap s6 liéu 1a cAu hoi khéao sat chinh stra tir mau kiém ké danh cho chién
lwoc hoc ngdn ngit ciia Oxford (1990) va phong van truc tiép. Nghién ctru duge tién hanh
v6i su tham gia ctia 100 sinh vién nam thtr nhat chuyén nganh tiéng Anh tai Khoa Ngoai
ngit - Pai hoc Thai Nguyén. Két qua ciia nghién ctru cho thiy rang sinh vién sir dung tat ca
céc chién luge hoc ngon ngit duoc dua ra trong cau hoi khao sat. Nghién ctru ciing chi ra su
khéc biét trong viéc su dung chién luoc hoc ngoén nglr cua sinh vién c6 kinh nghiém hoc
ngodn ngit khac nhau. Cu thé, nghién ciru cho thiy rang nhimg sinh vién c6 thoi gian hoc
tiéng Anh lau hon hon str dung chién thuét hoc ngdn ngit thuong xuyén hon céac sinh vién
¢6 thoi gian hoc tiéng Anh it hon.

Tir khéa: Hoc ngdn ngir, kinh nghiém hoc ngon ngi, chién lugc hoc ngon ngir
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