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Abstract

Research has demonstrated that in addition to such learner variables as intelligence, age, sex,
etc., language learning strategies can play some parts in successful language learning.
However, language learners are different in their use of such strategies. In spite of some
studies in Iran on the use of learning strategy by Iranian learners, to the best of our
knowledge, there has not been any research on whether the strategies used by Iranian EFL
learners are similar or different from those used by other ethnic groups. So the focus of this
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study was to find out whether the type and range of language learning strategies used by
Iranian learners are similar to or different from the strategies used by learners from other
cultures. To do this, 200 Iranian students (100 studying in high school and 100 at university)
were chosen. The Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL version 7 for ESL/EFL
learners), a self-report questionnaire, (Oxford, 1990) was used to assess the frequency of
learners' strategy use. The findings of this study revealed that Iranian learners used cognitive
strategies the most and the affective strategies the least. The comparison revealed that Iranian
learners were similar in some respects to and different in some other respects from the
language learners of other nationalities in the use of language learning strategies.

Keywords: Language Learning Strategies, Iranian Language Learners, Language Learners of
other Nationalities
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1. Introduction

Research has demonstrated that in spite of sharing a lot of characteristics such as intelligence,
age, sex, etc., some second/foreign language learners are more successful than others. This is
also true, no matter what teaching methods or techniques are employed in the class.
Researchers have argued that this might be partly due to the strategies the learners use when
developing their interlanguage (Griffith & Parr, 2001). In other words, second/foreign
language learners employ some specific behaviors or thought processes consciously or
subconsciously in order to enhance their L2 learning and master the nuances and delicacies of
the language they are learning. The use of language learning strategies, of course, varies from
one learner to the other. That is all learners do not use language learning strategies in the
same fashion.

Research on language learning strategies, tracing back to the past thirty years, has revealed
the importance of such strategies in making language learning language use (Cohen, 1998;
Olivares-Cuhat, 2002; Oxford, 1989). Furthermore, it has been found that these strategies are
teachable (Griffith & Parr, 2001) so that the strategies employed by more successful students
can be learnt by those who are less successful.

1.1 Language Learning Strategies

Although the core of experts’ attitude on language strategies is more or less the same, they
have approached the concepts differently and, thus, they have expressed their definitions in
their own words. Rubin (1987), for example, argues that language learning strategies are the
techniques which contribute to the development of the language system which the learners
construct. While Rubin’s definition is very general, others offer a more specific definition of
such strategies. For instance, Willing (1988, cited in Gardner and Miller 1996) maintains that
language strategies are “specific mental procedures for gathering, processing, associating,
categorizing, rehearsing and retrieving information and patterned skill.” (p.7) Also, Oxford
(1992, 1993) argues that language learning strategies are specific actions, behaviors, steps, or
techniques that students (often intentionally) use to improve their progress in developing L2
skills.

It follows from such definitions that language learning strategies are specific tools which
self-directedly make the students involved in the process of language learning and are
necessary for the development of communicative ability. In other words, these strategies can
facilitate the internalization, storage, retrieval, and/or use of the new language.

1.2 Classification of LLSs

Language learning strategies are broadly divided into direct and indirect strategies (Oxford,
1990). Direct strategies which are subdivided into Memory, Cognitive and Compensation
strategies make learners directly involved in the process of language learning. Memory
strategies, for example, help the storage and retrieval of new information, while cognitive
strategies are employed when the learner intends to understand and/or produce the new
language. And the compensation strategies help the learners to fill a gap in knowledge when
they communicate.

Indirect strategies, although not directly involving the target language, support the learning
process. Such strategies are subdivided into metacognitive, affective and social (Oxford,

69 www.macrothink.org/jse



ISSN 2162-6952

\ Macrﬂthink Journal of Studies in Education
A Institute™ 2013, Vol. 3, No. 1

1990). They help the learner to control their own cognition (metacognitive), regulate their
emotions and attitudes (affective) and learn through interaction with others (social). Different
factors such as personal (age and sex), social, psychological, and cultural affect the use of
learning strategies. In this connection, the main purpose of this study is to find out whether
Iranian language learners are the same or different in their use of learning strategies. The
study, in fact, intends to investigate the role of culture in the use of such strategies. To this
purpose, the following research question was posed: Do Iranian language learners use the
same or different learning strategies in comparison to their counterparts in other countries?

1.3 Studies on Language Learning Strategies

Within the field of foreign language research, a number of studies have shown that learning
strategies play an important role in successful language learning. In the last two decades, a lot
of studies have been conducted on learning strategies mainly to find out what strategies
learners use and prefer, and which factors affect these choices. These studies have revealed
that various factors may affect the use of these strategies. (Jafari & Shokrpour, 2012;
Fotovatian & Shokrpour, 2007; Zarei et al, 2012; Seddigh & Shokrpour, 2012; Kafipour et al,
2011; Shokrpour & Nasiri, 2011; Shokrpour & Mahboudi, 2011).

As Rubin (1987) has pointed out, the use of language learning strategies varies with the task,
learning stage, age, context, individual styles and cultural background. Although most of the
studies in this area present a greater use of language learning strategies by females, Tran
(1988) found that Vietnamese women use much fewer language learning strategies. Also,
Sy (1994) found that students of English in the Republic of China showed significant gender
differences. In that study, females significantly surpassed males in their use of cognitive,
compensation, metacognitive, and social strategies. In another study at three different course
levels by Green and Oxford (1995), at the University of Puerto Rico, it was found that
females used much more strategies than males and successful learners used more learning
strategies.

Cultural background is one of the factors that might influence strategy choice. For example,
in an ethnic study among Chinese learners, it was found that students reported a preference
for social strategies, but a disinclination to use affective strategies (Tamada, 1996).

Studies on foreign language learning strategies use also show that females use more strategies
than males. For example, Oxford et al. (1996, cited in Liu, 2004) found that memory,
cognitive and social strategies were dominantly used by female learners in Spanish high
schools. And Korean high school female students were found to use five out of six learning
strategies (Ok, 2003, cited in Liu, 2004). Bacon and Finnemann (1992) also concluded that
females use more social behaviors than males.

Myung-Cook (2001) did a study on language proficiency and the use of language learning
strategies by Korean Learners of Chinese. He used the self-rating method and found that
social and cognitive strategies were used the most, while affective and memory strategies
were used the least. Another study in this field was done by Oktay (2009) at Atilim
University of Turkey. The findings revealed that the use of language learning strategies was
positively correlated with success in English. It was also found that females used more
language learning strategies.
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Regarding the use of language learning strategies by Iranian learners, Amini Farsani, et al.
(2011) found that Iranian EFL learners preferred to use metacognitive strategies more
frequently than other types of strategies. The subjects of their study were 137 university
students majoring in English. In fact, these subjects do not represent a wide range of language
learners; something which has been compensated in our study. Other studies (e.g. Kafipour,
Yazdani, Soori, & Shokrpour, 2011) have focused on the use of learning strategy in one
specific language skill, for example, reading.

2. Material and Method
2.1 Participants

200 high school and university students served as the participants of this study. One hundred
10™, 11™and 12™ graders including 50 males and 50 females were selected randomly from 4
high schools in Iran. The other 100 participants were sophomore, junior and senior university
students majoring in English. . The choice of such subjects was due to the fact that we could
have a wide range of participants with different levels of English proficiency. Furthermore,
those majoring in English spend more time on learning this language, so they have to make
use of learning strategies more often than the others majoring in other fields which are mostly
taught in Persian. The male to female ratio in both high school and university was 1 to 1.

2.2 Instruments

As the data collection instrument, The Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL
version 7.0 for ESL/EFL learners), a self-report questionnaire, was used to assess the
frequency of the use of language learning strategies (Oxford, 1990). It had been devised in
1985 and later revised by Oxford. It has been used in many studies to determine the use of
learning strategies by language learners (Tercanlioglu, 2004).

The SILL uses five Likert-type responses for each strategy item ranging from 1 to 5 (i.e. from
‘never or almost never true of me’ to ‘always true of me’). In the SILL, language learning
strategies are grouped into six categories for assessment: Memory, Cognitive, Compensation,
Metacognitive, Affective, and Social strategies.

2.3 Procedure

The SILL questionnaire, containing 50 items on language learning strategies, was translated
into Persian for the high school students since it was thought that some of these students
might have problems understanding the original English version. Then the required consent
for conducting the research was obtained from the local authorities of education office.
Students were, of course, instructed on how to answer the items. The researcher was present
during the administration of the tests to explain any ambiguities that might arise. The
questionnaire administration took approximately 40 minutes to complete. The same
procedure was used for the administration of the questionnaire to the university students
except for the fact that the items were not translated into Persian. That is, the original English
form was administered to these students. The researcher was, of course, present to explain
any possible misunderstanding or ambiguities.

3. Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics and T-test were employed to investigate the overall language learning
strategies that Iranian EFL students utilized.
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Table 1. The Use of Strategies by Iranian Students

N Minimum [Maximum [Mean Std. Deviation

Memory Strategies 200 14.00 44.00 26.7050 5.62192
Cognitive Strategies 200 22.00 66.00 43.7100 3.64114
Compensation Strategies 200 10.00 29.00 18.7500 4.13558
Metacognitive Strategies 200 11.00 44.00 30.5500 6.46113
IAffective Strategies 200 7.00 28.00 17.4550 4.31521
Social Strategies 200 8.00 30.00 18.8000 4.89898
Valid N 200

According to the table, Iranian language learners used cognitive strategies more than the
other strategies with the mean of 43.7100, followed by metacognitive, memory, social,
compensation and affective strategies with the mean of 30.5500, 26.7050, 18.8000, 18.7500,
and 17.4550, respectively. As shown, they used affective strategies less than other strategies
with the mean of 17.4550.The results showed that the use of learning strategies was different
in Iranian language learners as compared to the learners from other countries.

The question the study intended to answer was "Is there any difference between strategies
used by Iranian language learners and language learners of other countries?” Based on the
findings, Iranian EFL learners preferred to use cognitive as the most frequently used language
learning strategy and affective as the least frequently used strategy.

The results of the study conducted by Wharton (2000) in Singapore indicated that
metacognitive strategies, along with compensation strategies were the most frequently used
ones, and memory strategies the least frequently strategies used by adult EFL learners,
including those majoring in English and university students in other fields. The findings of
Wharton‘s study have some similarities to those of the present study. In other words, Iranian
language learners used cognitive and metacognitive strategies more than the other types of
strategies. So it seems that there is no significant difference between Iranian language
learners and those from Singapore in their use of language learning strategies. This might be
attributed to some similarities in cultural backgrounds as the people in both countries are
mostly Moslems and share a lot of religious viewpoints. Other studies showed that the
environmental differences could play an important role when learning another language. Still,
some studies indicated that the context of language learning is a major factor influencing the
choice of language learning strategies.

In Siew-Yen’s study (2004), the learners were found to use the compensation strategy most
frequently despite their majors, whereas the cognitive strategy was found to be the least type
of strategy being used by the learners. The result of Sew Yen’s study is not in accordance
with the findings of the present study. In fact, there is a complete difference between Chinese
and Iranian students in their use of language learning strategies.
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Myung-Cook (2001) showed that the Korean students used social and cognitive strategies the
most and the affective and memory strategies the least. He also found that non-Korean
learners made use of compensation and metacognitive strategies the most, and affective and
memory strategies the least. The findings of the present research showed that Iranian
language learners also used cognitive strategies more frequently, while affective strategies
were used the least. This is partly similar to what Myung-Cook found in his study.

For the past two decades, because of social and political reasons, Iranian EFL learners have
had little or no contact with native speakers of English. In fact, one can rarely find foreign
English-speaking nationalities teaching English as a second language (ESL) in Iranian
schools or universities, no matter public or private. The use of mass media like Internet and
other media, such as satellite TV, is neither widespread nor easily accessible to all language
learners. In addition, language teaching during high school years is mostly grammar—based
with no attention paid to language use (Rahimi & Riazi, 2005).

Moreover, the political atmosphere in Iran has witnessed some changes in language teaching.
Despite neglecting English and attempting to give more weight to Arabic, many economic,
industrial, educational, and military activities in the country still require knowledge of
English. Therefore, the concept of learning English as a threat to national and cultural identity
has changed (Farhady & Hedayati, 2009).

On the other hand, in recent years, students have had great improvements in learning English.
It can be attributed to the availability of English language institutes and the widespread use of
mass media like Internet, satellites and so on. In fact, English language institutes emphasize
language use more than language usage. The above-mentioned factors might offer some
reasons why the strategies used by Iranian language learners are different from those used by
learners of other countries. In other words, language learning heavily depends on
environmental factors and also individual differences such as age, motivation, and so on.

4. Implications of the study

As it was shown, Iranian language learners and those from other nationalities share some
language learning strategies and differ in the use of other learning strategies. Such findings
can be of use for both language teachers and material developers. Teachers can emphasize or
teach those strategies which learners find practical and preferable to use. Material designers
can also develop the language exercises in such a way to have the most practicality and
benefit for language learners based on the preferred strategies.
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