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Introduction
The focus on learners in second language acquisition research
has grown with increasing acknowledgment that teachers can
only provide conditions under which learning might occur, but
the task of learning lies with the learners and their abilities to
make learning more effective and easy for themselves. In the
1970s, Rubin (1975) and Stern (1975) wrote about ‘Good
Language Learners’ and what they did in order to learn a
second language. The aim was to identify good language
learning strategies and teach them to learners who might be
not very efficient in second language (SL) learning.

Refinements in categorisation of strategies were made by
Rubin  (1981) who classified cognitive strategies such as
clarification/verification, guessing, deductive reasoning,
practice, memorisation and monitoring, which may contribute
directly to learning. O’Malley et al. (1985) developed a list of
strategies classified under cognitive, metacognitive and socio-
affective strategies. Oxford (1990) drew up a list of strategies
classifying them as either directly or indirectly contributing to
learning. At the same time the very term, strategy, began to be
put under greater scrutiny. Distinctions were made between
learning strategies and communication strategies with the latter
only indirectly leading to learning. A number of definitions were
offered.

• “techniques, approaches or deliberate actions … to
facilitate the learning, recall of both linguistics and con-
tent area information” (Chamot 1987:71).

• “… specific actions taken by the learner to make learn-
ing easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed,
more effective, and more transferable” (Oxford 1990:8).
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• “… actions chosen by language students that are intended
to facilitate language acquisition and communication”
(MacIntyre, 1994: 190). (Note: this last definition includes
communication strategies)

While the list of strategies drawn up by Oxford (Oxford 1990) is
similar to that drawn up by O’Malley and his associates (Chamot
1987; O’Malley et al. 1985), Oxford classifies them into 6 categories
which in turn are placed under two superordinate categories: those
strategies that lead directly to learning and those that lead indirectly
to learning (see Table 1).

Table 1: Oxford’s Strategy Categorisation

Direct strategies Indirect Strategies
Memory Metacognitive
Cognitive Affective
Compensation Social

Differences in the use of strategies were not simply related to
good and poor language learners. A number of researchers began
to investigate factors, such as motivation, other affective factors,
and contextual factors (e.g. teachers’ encouragement to use
strategies) that might affect strategy choice (MacIntyre 1994;
MacIntyre & Noels 1996).

Factors Affecting Strategy Choice

Many factors affect the choice of strategies: degree of awareness,
stage of learning, task requirements, teacher expectations, age,
sex, nationality, ethnicity, general learning style, personality traits,
motivation level and the purpose of learning the language
(MacIntyre and Noels 1996; O’Malley and Chamot 1990; Oxford
1990). Learners who are  more aware and more advanced seem
to use more cognitive strategies. Different tasks help determine
strategy choice. For example, learners would not use the same
strategy for writing a composition as for chatting informally with
their friends. Learner strategies are also shaped by teacher



55

Directions: Journal of Educational Studies Vol. 22 No. 1 June 2000

expectations conveyed through classroom instructional and
testing methods.

Use of strategies may vary by age also, with older learners
using different strategies from younger. With regard to gender
differences, females may use a wider or at least a very different
range of strategies than males. More highly motivated learners
use a significantly greater range of appropriate strategies than
do less motivated learners (MacIntyre and Noels 1996;
O’Malley and Chamot 1990; Oxford 1990).

A more refined approach to strategy use is presented by
MacIntyre and Noels’ (1996) social psychological model relating
strategy use to (a) awareness of an appropriate strategy, (b)
a reason to use it, and (c) a reason not to use it.
Can strategies be taught?

Language learning strategies enable students to gain a large
measure of responsibility for their own progress, and there is
growing evidence that effective strategy use can be taught
(O’Malley et al. 1985; Oxford 1990). According to Oxford
(1990), learning styles or personality traits are very difficult to
change but learning strategies are, by comparison, easier to
teach and modify. This can be done through strategy training,
which ought to be an essential part of language education.
Such training can help learners to become more conscious
strategy users and thus become more adept at choosing
appropriate strategies. Through such training, students are
helped to gain awareness of the ways they learn and thus are
able, if motivated, to maximise all learning experiences.
Strategy training is more effective when students learn why
and in which manner certain strategies are important, and
when they learn to use them in new learning situations.
However, while learner training has been highly successful in
some instances, this is not always the case, depending, it
seems, on the language skill being used (Oxford, 1990).
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How can we find out which strategies are being used by our
students?

Observation of strategies used by students in classrooms is
problematic because so little of their use is directly observable
(Cohen 1987). Methodologies other than observation have to be used.
The think-aloud method of collecting data about strategy use is one
procedure that provides information about some of the strategic
behaviours of learners. (See Mangubhai 1990 and 1991.)  Another
related method of collecting data is retrospective reporting by the
learners themselves about the strategies they have used in carrying
out some language-related activity. (For further information see
Ericsson and Simon 1984.)  Another method of collecting data is to
ask learners to report which strategies they use on a scaled list
(Bialystok 1981; Politzer and McGroarty 1985). One of the better
known and more frequently used instruments using self-report is
the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning or SILL (reprinted in
Oxford, 1990).

The SILL is a self-scoring, paper-and-pencil survey consisting of 50
statements of this general format ‘I do such and such’, e.g. I try to
find patterns in English. (See Appendix for the SILL statements.)
Students respond on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 Never or
almost never true of me to 5 Always or almost always true of me.
The structure of the SILL is based on Oxford’s (1990) system for
classifying strategies into six groups (presented previously as Table
1) and presented below in more detail.

A Memory-related strategies, such as grouping, imagery,
rhyming, moving physically, and reviewing in a structured way.
Statements 1-9.

B Cognitive strategies, such as reasoning, analysing,
summarising, and practising. Statements 10-23.

C Compensation strategies (to make up for limited knowledge),
such as guessing meanings from context and using synonyms
and gestures to convey meaning.  Statements 24-29.
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D Metacognitive strategies for evaluating one’s progress,
planning for language tasks, consciously searching for
practice opportunities, paying attention and monitoring
errors. Statements 30-38.

E Affective strategies such as lowering anxiety, self-
encouragement and self-reward. Statements 39-44.

F Social strategies, such as asking questions, co-operating
with proficient speakers of L2, and becoming culturally
aware. Statements 45-50.

The SILL can be used to measure a student’s strategy use in
three ways : (i) across the entire survey, (ii) in terms of the six
broad strategy categories listed above (referred to hereafter
as 6 scales), and (iii) in terms of particular individual strategies.

The SILL has been used in many countries around the world
to establish its usefulness as an instrument. In Japan,
Watanabe (1990, discussed in Green and Oxford 1995) found
distinctly different patterns of strategy use between a major
metropolitan university with both male and female students
and a rural, all-female college, though the authors caution that
locality and prestige of institutions may have contributed to
such differences. Sy (1994, also in Green and Oxford 1995)
discovered that students of English in the Republic of China
showed significant gender difference on the SILL, with the
females making significantly more use of the cognitive,
compensation, metacognitive and social strategies than the
males:

SILL studies have also shown that there is greater use of
language learning strategies when the external environment
offers greater exposure to the second language and makes
greater communicative demands upon learners. In contrast,
where the second language is learned in a foreign language
context with the second language heard and/or utilised largely
in the classroom, there may be fewer strategies used to learn
the second language.
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The Study

The study reported here sets out to determine which strategies
were used by second language learners in Fiji at three different
levels of study: Form 5 (Grade 11), and first and second year
teacher training at a tertiary institution. It was assumed that
(generally) the three groups had three different levels of language
proficiency.

Participants
Fifty students participated in the study. The group was mixed
ethnically and by gender.
Table 2: Distribution of participants by Course Level,
Gender and Ethnicity at Secondary and Tertiary Institutions

Level Fijian Indo-Fijian Total

Females Males Females Males

Secondary 2 3 10 6 21
Year 1 tertiary 2 4 6 3 15
Year 2 tertiary 2 5 4 3 14
Total 6 12 20 12 50

Instruments
The English version of the SILL was used because it was expected
that all students would have sufficient proficiency in English to
understand the statements.
Data  Collection  And Analysis  Procedures
All data were collected during the third term of 1998 while the
institutions were in progress.

The analysis was done by tabulating all the data under three
categories namely : Secondary, Tertiary 1 and Tertiary 2. The
results were analysed to determine the strategy use of the three
groups. Oxford’s classification of High, Moderate and Low uses
of strategies was used. A mean score of 3.5 and above was rated
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as showing high use; a mean between 2.6 and 3.4 was rated
as moderate use, and a mean less than 2.5 was rated low use.

Table 3 presents the mean achieved by each of the secondary
students in each of the six scales as well as an overall individual
score on the whole survey. The table shows high use for the
following scales:

• Metacognitive - organising and evaluating your learning
• Social - learning with others

The following strategies were used moderately:
• Memory - remembering more efficiently
• Cognitive - using all your mental processes
• Affective - managing your emotions

The strategy that was used the least was Compensation
(compensating for lack of knowledge).

Table 3  Strategy use of secondary school students
Student Memory Cog. Compen Metacog Affective Social Individual

Overall

1 2.5 2.7 2.1 4.7 2.6 2.0 2.8
2 2.7 2.2 2.0 3.0 2.0 2.5 2.5
3 1.6 2.2 3.3 3.1 2.0 2.8 2.5
4 2.6 2.8 1.8 3.7 2.5 3.5 2.9
5 2.2 2.9 1.5 2.8 2.6 3.5 3.0
6 2.6 2.9 2.3 3.1 2.0 2.5 2.7
7 3.6 4.5 3.6 4.5 4.0 4.3 4.0
8 2.3 2.8 1.6 3.0 3.6 1.6 2.6
9 3.2 3.8 3.8 3.7 2.0 3.5 3.5
10 3.5 3.7 3.3 4.0 2.6 4.0 3.6
11 2.7 3.7 4.1 4.0 4.3 4.6 3.9
12 2.3 2.9 2.8 3.2 1.8 2.3 2.5
13 3.0 4.0 2.0 4.5 3.6 2.3 3.2
14 3.1 3.2 4.0 3.5 2.6 3.0 3.3
15 2.6 2.8 2.6 4 1.6 3.6 3.0
16 2.2 3.0 3.0 3.0 2.8 2.5 2.8
17 2.6 2.7 3.0 2.8 3.3 4.1 3.0
Overall 2.6 2.9 2.3 3.5 2.7 3.5 3.1
use for Mod. Mod. Low High Mod. High Mod.
each
scale
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Out of the 17 students, 4 made high use of strategies, 10 made
moderate use, while 3 students made low use of strategies.

Tertiary Year 1 students (see Table 4) displayed a high use (just)
of Social Strategies: learning with others. The other strategies are
used moderately except Affective Strategies, managing your
emotions, which fell into the low category. This strategy relates to
strategies for anxiety reduction, self-encouragement and self-
reward. While overall this strategy is less frequently used, there
are individual variations and some students show a high usage,
ranging from 3.5 to 4.1.

The overall strategy use in Tertiary 1 is moderate, and there is a
similar pattern to that of the secondary school students, 5 with
high strategy use, 6 moderate and 3 low.

Table  4  Use of strategies by Tertiary 1 students
Student Memory Cog. Compen Metacog Affective Social Individual

Overall
1 2.7 2.9 3.1 2.6 2.3 3.0 2.5
2 1.6 3.0 2.2 2.6 1.8 2.3 2.3
3 1.8 2.4 1.7 1.8 1.7 1.4 1.9
4 3.0 2.3 4.1 2.3 2.0 2.1 2.7
5 3.1 3.7 4.1 3.8 2.6 3.3 3.5
6 2.9 3.1 3.0 4.5 4.1 3.5 3.5
7 2.1 2.7 4.5 3.4 2.6 3.5 3.4
8 2.7 3.0 3.0 4.6 3.5 3.5 3.3
9 1.8 3.7 3.1 2.8 1.6 2.6 2.6
10 2.6 2.0 3.1 1.6 3.0 3.3 3.8
11 2.4 2.6 3.3 3.1 4.0 2.5 2.8
12 3.1 3.3 2.3 3.6 2.7 2.8 3.1
13 3.1 3.6 2.7 4.2 2.8 4.1 3.5
14 3.3 4.1 4.7 4.6 4.1 4.3 4.1
Mean 2.5 3.0 3.2 3.4 2.3 3.5 3.0
for each Mod. Mod. Mod. Mod. Low High Mod.
scale

Table 5 presents figures for the Tertiary 2 students. Compared to
the secondary school students and Tertiary I students, Tertiary 2
figures show an overall high use of all the strategies for all the
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scales.  The strategies related to compensation and metacognition
are the ones most frequently used by these students.

The group showed overall a high use of strategies, 6 students
showed a high use, 7 a moderate use and none low use.

Table 5: Strategy use by Tertiary Year 2 Students

Student Memory Cog. Compen Metacog Affect. Social Individual
Overall

1 2.4 3.0 4.0 4.0 3.0 3.0 3.0
2 3.0 4.0 3.5 4.0 3.0 4.0 3.6
3 4.0 3.0 3.0 4.0 3.0 3.0 3.0
4 5.0 3.8 4.0 3.0 2.0 3.5 3.5
5 3.0 3.5 4.6 4.7 3.6 3.0 3.8
6 4.0 4.0 3.0 3.0 2.5 2.0 3.0
7 2.0 3.4 4.0 3.0 3.0 4.0 3.0
8 3.2 4.4 4.3 3.4 3.6 3.2 3.8
9 2.5 2.7 3.6 3.4 2.0 3.0 3.0
10 2.0 3.0 4.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0
11 4.0 5.0 5.0 5.0 3.5 5.0 4.4
12 3.5 3.3 3.5 4.5 2.0 4.0 3.0
13 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 5.0 4.0
Mean 3.6 3.6 3.8 3.8 3.8 3.5 3.5
for each High High High High High High High
scale

Discussion

The results of the study show that at all levels, Secondary, Tertiary
I and Tertiary 2, the strategies that are used most frequently by
these learners are the metacognitive strategies and the social
strategies, both of which are indirect strategies, according to
Oxford (1990).  Secondly, as in previous research (Mangubhai
1999; Green and Oxford 1995), it was found that there was a
greater overall use of language learning strategies among the
more advanced learners.
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Figure 1 summarises the results for all three groups.

Metacognitive strategies help learners evaluate their progress,
plan for language tasks, consciously search for practice
opportunities, pay attention and monitor errors. It is likely that
this strategy is used frequently because of the importance
placed on English in the education system.  Secondary school
students must get a pass in English in the public examinations
in order to go on to tertiary education and, since the tertiary
students are training to be teachers of English, it is important
for them to become as proficient as possible.

The greater use of social strategies may be partly a result of a
context where English is used quite a lot in the society outside
educational institutional settings, especially in the urban areas;
in the media, in offices and shops and so on.  Question 45 (If
I do not understand something, I ask the other person to slow
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down or say it again) may be ticked as frequently used in this context.
Questions 47 and 49 (I practise English with other students and I
ask questions in English) may be ticked as frequently used because
English is the medium of instruction.

The greater use of strategies by the Tertiary 2 group is possibly
due to their greater maturity and proficiency.

One further comment about the data that have been presented so
far is warranted. Table 2 shows that there are some secondary
school students who are high strategy users while others are
moderate or low. Similar individual differences are evident in Tertiary
I data and to a lesser extent in Tertiary 2 data. If the students’
achievement in tests of English were known, further comments on
the role of proficiency in the frequency of use of individual strategies
could be made.

Looking at the data for each of the subscales A-F, it can be seen
that the secondary school students use compensation strategies
(mean of 2.3) infrequently, while the Tertiary 2 group made high
use of them (mean of 3.8).  This could be due to a lack of confidence
in the younger students and greater confidence in the older ones.

Classroom Implications

The findings in this study have a number of implications for the
classroom in Fiji. Green and Oxford (1995) suggest that strategies
which involve the active use of the second language have a crucial
role in L2 learning. Since English is the medium of instruction, Fiji
students write and read English,  listen to others speaking English
and speak in English every day during term time. Fiji students have
the added advantage that opportunities for practising English in
naturalistic contexts is available to many of them, especially those
who are located in urban areas.

Teachers play a key role in the classroom in introducing knowledge
of various strategies that can be used to make the learning of a
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second language more effective. The more knowledgeable teachers
are about differences in ways that learners use strategies and the
frequency with which they use them, the better they will be able to plan
classroom activities that provide opportunities for students to
consciously practise the strategies they have hitherto only occasionally
used, and to expand their repertoire of strategies so that they become
more self-directed, autonomous learners. It has to be recognised,
however, that strategy use is also determined by individual differences
so that some strategies may suit some learners and not others.  Also
the linguistic context may influence the choice of strategy or strategies
that can be used. There are other variables that influence the types and
frequency with which strategies might be used by students, variables
such as gender, levels of proficiency and motivation.

The whole issue of strategy training in Fiji classrooms is tied up with
ways that teachers operate in their classrooms and the extent to which
they consciously make efforts to incorporate into their lesson planning
opportunities for students to discover how best they might make their
learning more effective and more easy.

Therefore, teacher training programmes need to incorporate strategy
training, both theory and practice, so that teachers entering the
profession can translate their own experiences into effective activities
in their classrooms to make their students more strategic learners.

Conclusion

This exploratory study was undertaken to see if there are any tendencies
regarding strategy use among three groups of students.  The data reveal
that there are, in fact, tendencies, and also differences which are
probably due to the maturity and level of proficiency in the three groups.
There are grounds here for doing further, more extensive research in
strategy use, given its importance in language learning.  Studies using
the SILL, or another instrument, can be conducted with primary school
students. Studies can also be conducted on students from different
language backgrounds in Fiji to determine to what extent their first
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language and culture influence the type of strategies they use in their
language learning.  The data from further research can inform teachers
and teacher educators and result in improved language learning for
students.
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APPENDIX

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning

Version 7.0  (ESL/EFL)

© R. Oxford, 1989

1 Never or almost ever true of 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

PART A
1 I think of relationships between what I already know

and new things I learn in English.
2 I use new English words in a sentence so I can re-

member them.
3 I connect the sound of a new English word and an

image or picture of the word to help me remember the
word.

4 I remember a new English word by making a mental
picture of a situation in which the word might be used.

5 I use rhymes to remember new English words.
6 I use flashcards to remember new English words.
7 I physically act out new English words.
8 I review English lessons often.
9 I remember new English words or phrases by remem-

bering their location on the page, on the board, or on a
street sign.

PART B
10 I say or write new English words several times.
11 I try to talk like native English speakers.
12 I practise the sounds of English.
13 I use the English words I know in different ways.
14 I start conversations in English.
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15 I watch English language TV shows spoken in English or go
to movies spoken in English.

16 I read for pleasure in English.
17 I write notes, messages, letters, or reports in English.
18 I first skim an English passage (read over the passage

quickly) then go back and read carefully.
19 I look for words in my own language that are similar to new

words in English.
20 I try to find patterns in English.
21 I find the meaning of an English word by dividing it into parts

that I understand.
22 I try not to translate word-for-word.
23 I make summaries of information that I hear or read in English.

PART C
24 To understand unfamiliar English words, I make guesses.
25 When I can’t think of a word during a conversation in English,

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

means the same thing.

PART D
30 I try to find as many ways as I can to use my English.
31 I notice my English mistakes and use that information to help

me do better.
32 I pay attention when someone is speaking English.
33 I try to find out how to be a better learner of English.
34 I plan my schedule so I will have enough time to study English.
35 I look for people I can talk to in English.
36 I look for opportunities to read as much as possible in English.
37 I have clear goals for improving my English skills.
38 I think about my progress in learning English.
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PART E
39 I try to relax whenever I feel afraid of using English.
40 I encourage myself to speak English even when I am

afraid of making a mistake.
41 I give myself a reward or treat when I do well in English.
42 I notice if I am tense or nervous when I am studying or

using English.
43 I write down my feelings in a language learning diary.
44 I talk to someone else about how I feel when I am

learning English.

PART F
45 If I do not understand something in English, I ask the

other person to slow down or say it again.
46 I ask English speakers to correct me when I talk.
47 I practice English with other students.
48 I ask for help from English speakers.
49 I ask questions in English.
50 I try to learn about the culture of English speakers.


