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Ahstract

This study examines Ihe reported language Icaming strategy use of 187 university students Icaming
English as a foreign language in Turkey using Oxford’s Strategy Invcntory for Language Learning (SILL).
First the reported means for the six categories of language learning strategies of two groups of leamcrs at
diffcrenl proficiency levels were calculatcd to find (he rank ordering of use. These means \vere then
compared aeross lhe I\vo groups using the independent t-test to detemiinc any significanl differences in
terms of language proficiency level. The findings were interesting in lhat, unlike similar studies, the Jower
proficiency group reported significantly more frequent use of metacognitive strategies dian the higher
proficiency group. While metacognitive and compensation strategies were the niost frequcntly reported by
both groups; affeetive strategies wcre reported the least, concurring with the findings of other studies.
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Oz

Bu calismada, Turkiye’de yabanci dil olarak ingilizceyi 6grenen 187 tiniversite 6grencisinin kullandigi
dil 6grenme stratejileri, Oxford’un (1990) Dil Ogrenme Strateji Envanteri (SILL) uygulanarak 6lgtilmiistir.
ilkénce, kullamim sirasini bulmak igin, farkh dil diizeyine sahip iki grup 6grencinin, dil égrenme
stratejilerinden alti kategorinin kullanim ortalamalari hesaplanmistir. Dil diizeyi agisindan anlamli fark olup
olmadigini tespit etmek icin, karsihkh iki grup arasindaki ortalamalar ba§imsiz, t-test kullanarak
karsilastiriimisim Elde edilen bulgulara gore, benzer ¢alismalarin aksine, daha disik dil seviyesine sahip
ogrencilerin, daha yiksek dil seviyesine sahip 6grencilerden daha sik bilisotesi stratejileri kullandiklari
gorilmustir. Bilisotesi ve telafi stratejilerinin her iki grup tarafindan en sik kullanildi§i gérulurken, diger

calismalarin sonuglarinin da gdsterdigi gibi duyussal stratejilerin en az. kullanildidi tespit edilmistir.
Analilar Sozcikler: SILL, dil 6grenme stratejileri, dil diizeyi

Introduction

Language learning strategies have become popular in
ELT in recent ycars because of the findings of coguiitive
language learning theory that assumes humans as
processors of information. Language learning strategies
can be. deseribed as “the tcchniques actualfy used to
manipulate the incoming information and, later to
retrieve what has been stored” (Wenden, 1987: 6).
Wenden siimmarises research in this area in order to
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answer the follo\ving fonr questions: What do Icamers
do to Icarn a foreign language? Ho\v do they self-direct
these cfforts? Wliat do they kiiow aboul which aspects
of their learning process? How can their learning skills
be refined?

Howvvever, despite the prolific research in the area, it
has been difficult for researehers to conie to a consensus
on a definition of language learning strategies due to
their elusive nature. Bialystok in 1978 (cited in
O’Malley at al., 1985: 559) calls them “optional means
for exploiting available infoimation to improve
competence in a second language”. Tarone (1983, cited
in Lessard-Clouston, 1997: 2) refers to them as “an
altempt to develop linguistic and sociolinguistic
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competence in the largct language...to ilicorporate these
into onc’s interlanguage competence”. Ellis (1985, cited
in LoCastro, 1994: 409) deseribes tlicm as “the means
by wwvliich learners internalise L2 riles”. According to
Rubin (1987: 23), langiiage learning strategies
“contribiite lo the development of the languagc system
which the learncr constriicts and affect learning
diteclly”. O’Malley and Chamot (1990: 1) cali them
“the special thouglits or behaviolirs that individuals lise
to help thcm coniprehend, learn, or retain new
information”. Oxford (1990: 1) refers to learning
strategies as “steps taken by students to enhancc their
o\vn learning. Finally, Nyikos (1996: 111) calls them
“deliberate steps taken by learners to make learning
casier and retiieval 1morc efficient through planful
approaches”.

Just as there arc many definitions of learning
strategies, so (here are several classification systems. In
fact, mich of the early research in this Field set ot to
identify and elassify the strategies that learners reported
to use. The system that \vill be discussed in this study is
that of Oxford (1990: 14-22), which is perhaps the most
compreherisive classification system to date. Oxford’s
system divides strategies into two major elasses: direct
and indireet. These two elasses are divided again into six
subgioups: the direct elass into memory, compensation,
and cognitivc; the indireet elass into metacognitive,
social, and affeetive.

For the purpose of this study, the discussion of
research carried ont in this Field will be limited to that
dcaling with Oxford’s classification. Park (1997) set ont
to determine the relation bet\vecn langnage learning
strategies, as measiired by the Strategy Inventory for
Langiiage Learning (SILL) (Oxfoid, 1990), and
langiiage proficiency, as measiired by the Test Of
English as a Foreign Langiiage, for Korean university
students. The results show a linear relation, with
students of higher proficiency reporting more frequent
langiiage learning strategy nsc lhan Iliose of lo\er
proficiency. Griffithis (2003) used the inventory to
deterniinic the relationship betsveen course level and the
reported strategy use of international adult students at a
private langnage school in Nelv Zealand, finding that
higher level students reported a significantly more
frequernt use of a wider range of strategies than did the

lower level students. She also found that lower level
students preferred strategies that would help them wvith
the memorisation of langiiage, \vhereas the higher level
students preferred more sophisticated strategies related
to interaction. Griffiths and Parr (2001) also used
Oxford’s SILL to compare \vhich strategies languagc
learners claim they use with teachers’ perceptiolis of
students’ use of language learning strategies. In their
stidy, they adopted the SILL in order to gather data
from the teachers. The results show striking differences
between the perceptions of students and teachers.

Lo Castro (1994), hoivever, argues that although the
SILL is designed to be used in both EFL and ESL
settings, the items on the inventory are biased in favour
of the latter. She therefore calls for further research to be
done on the SILL in a wide range of different cultural
settings in whicli English is being taught as a foreign
language.

In the light of the above research, the folloiving study
was carried out to find the ansivers to two questions.
First, what the order is of the rate of reported langiiage
learning strategy category use for two groups of Turkish
university EFL students at different levels of language
proficiency Second, if there are any significant relations
betvwveen the means of each category of language
learning strategy aeross these two groups.

Method

Subjects

The subjects were 187 students attending a one-year
English as a foreign langiiage course at the Foreign
Language Preparatory Scliool, of Gazi University,
Ankara, as a requiremelit before conimencing fill-time
studies in varions faculties of the sanic university. At the
beginning of the course, the students were given a
placement test and then assigned to oiie of four groups,
A, B, C, or D, according to the results of this test.
Students in group A go on to study at the Department of
English Language Teaching, while students in the
remailling groups continue to study in the Faculties of
Medicine, Engineeriig and Architecture, Economics
and Administration, Conimunication, and Technical
Educatior.

Of the 187 subjects who took part in this study, 96
were frorn Group B, and 91 from Group D, the former
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being of higher proficiency in accordance \vith thc
placement test administered. Group B students receive
20 hours a week of instruction during both semesters,
and follo\v the Cutting Edgc series (Sarah Cunninghani
and Peter Moor, Longman) from elementary to upper-
intermediate level. Group D students receive 30 hours a
\veck of instruction during the first semester, and then
25 hours a week during thc second. In addilion to the
Cutting Edge series, they follow the True Colours
course (Jay Maurer and irene E. Schoenberg, Longman)
at basic level.

Of the Group B students, 58% were male and 42%
female; 21% had graduated from a State high school,
75% from an Anatolian high school (a type of State
school \vhich conducts instruction thronigh the medium
of Englisli), and 4% from a privatc high school
conducting instruction through the medium of English;
41% were to go on to study at the Faciilty of Economics
and Administration, 35% at the Faculty of Engineering
and Architecture, 18% at the Faculty of Technical
Education, and 6% at the Faculty of Medicine. As for
the Group D students, 84% were male while 16% were
female; 81% had graduated from a State high school,
17% from an Anatolian high school, and 2% from a
privatc high school conducting instruction through the
medium of Englisli; 57% were to go on to study at the
Faculty of Technical Education, 25% at the Faculty of
Engineering and Architecture, 13% at the Faculty of
Economics and Administration, 3% at the Faculty of
Communications, and 1% at the Faculty of Medicine.
Due to rounding down, these figures do not add up to
one hundred.

Instnimentation

The instrument administered in tliis study Strategy
Inventory for Langiiage Learning (SILL) Version 7.0
(ESL/EFL) (Oxford, 1990). The SILL \vas translated
into Turkish before administration to avoid errors
arising from language proficiency. Cronbach’s alpha for
the SILL nscd in this study was 0.89.

The subjects were also asked to coinplete four
background questions to determine to which group they
had bcen assigned, their gender, from \vhich type of high
school they had graduated, and in \vhich faculty they
were to continue their full-time studies.

The SILL is a self-rcport questionnaire of 50 five
poinl Likcrt-scale items designed to measure the
frequency of use of language learning strategies, ranging
from 1 (nevel, or almost never true) to 5 (ahvays, or
almost always true). The items ale divided into six
categories: memory strategies for storilig and retrieving
information; compensation strategies for overconiing
lack of knovvledge in language; cogu'itive strategies
relating to how students think about their learning;
metacognitive strategies for managing the learning
process; affeclive strategies for regulating emotions,
motivation and attitudes during learning; and social
strategies for sharing learning cxperiences with others.

Data Collecliott and Alialysis

The SILL \vas administered during elass with the
cooperation of the English teachers responsible for eacli
of the groups. The students were reminded that therc
\vere no correct or incorrect answers on the SILL and
that their responses \vould not be ineluded as parl of
their final assessment.

The analysis of the dala was carried out using the
SPSS statistical programme (version 9.0). For the first
research question, the means of frcquency of use for
each of the six categories of language learning strategies
and the total language learning strategies for group B
and D were calculated. For the second research question,
independcnt t-tests were coiducted to compare the
means of the six categories and total strategy use aeross
the two groups.

Results

The deseriptive statistics and results of the
independent t-tests are given in Table 1. An examination
of the data reveals that both groups report using each
category at a medium level (defined by Oxford (1990:
300) as arange between 2.5 and 3.4) with means ranging
from 2.52 to 3.36 and 2.68 to 3.29 for groups B and D
respeetively. Students in group B report a preferelice for
compensation strategies, metacogiiitive strategies, social
strategies, cogtiitive strategies, memory strategies and
affeetive strategies, in order of most frequent to least
fiequent use. The order reported by group D students is
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slrikingly similar, the ouly difference being a preference
for metacognitive strategies Over compensation
stratcgies.

Tlie resulls of thc indepcndcnt t-test show that there is
no significant difference between the overall strategy
lise of the Iwo groups. Significant differences were
found between the reported means of nicmory strategies
in favour of groip D; compensation strategies in favour
of gronp B; and metacognitive strategies in favour of
gionp D.

Table I.

Differences hehveen tlie six simlegy categoriesfor

Category S < Sb t p
s 3
o =2
B 256 050
Memory -2.76  0.006*
D 279 061
B 280 049
Cognitive -056  0.572
D 284 052
B 336 0.60
Compensation 2.78 0.006*
D 309 072
B 298 071
Metacognitive -2.79  0.006*
D 329 079
B 252 0.60
Affective -1.63  0.104
D 268 074
B 28 077
Social -0.041 0.967
D 289 085
B 283 04
Total -1.35 0.176
D 293 051
*p<0.05
Disclission

The findings sholv that two groups of Turkish
university EFL students at different levels of language
proficielicy report a high frequency use of metacognitive
and compensation strategies and a low occurrence of
affective strategies. Similar findings werc reported by
Park (1997) and Griffiths and Parr (2001).

It is interesting to note that while metacognitive
strategies and compensation strategies take the first t\o
places in both groups their order is different, with a
significant difference in favour of group D for the
former. This is contrast with the findings of earlier
studies on the language learning strategy use of leamers
at lower proficiency levels \vhich suggest that such
leariiers tend not to be a\vare of how to monitor and
evaliiate their learning (O’Malley and Chamot 1990).
This could be explained by the fact that students in
group D receive at least ten hours a week 1iore
instruction than those in group B and they are expected
to reach the same proficiency level at the end of the
academic year. Therefore, they could feel more pressure
to think about how to improve their learning.

While compensation strategies are ranked high by
both groups, a significant difference is seen in favour of
the more proficient students. Compensation strategies
include coining new \vords and phrases, predicting and
guessing the nieanings of unknovvn words \vhen reading.
Such strategies involve manipulation of language, which
Griffiths (2003), who found similar results, defines as
being more sophisticated.

While memory strategies appear low down, second
from the bottom in both groups, there is a significant
difference betvveen their means in favour of group D.
This concurs with Griffiths’ (2003) findings shoiving
that learners at lower proficiency levels generally report
more use of memory strategies than those at higher
levels, probably becaiise they initially 1ieed to find ways
of dealing with new language input.

The fact that affective strategies appear at the end of
the list in both groups could be due to the cultural and
social background of the students. Because they tend to
be introverted and they are not brought up to be in tiine
with their emotions, the low placement of affective
strategies is not an unexpected outcome.

Griffiths (2003) found overall strategy use of more
advanced learners to be significantly more frequent than
that of elementary learners. Hovvever, her study was
conducted wvith learners originating from different
cultural backgrouinds. The lack of significance
difference betvveen both groups’ reported overall
strategy use in this study could be explained by the fact
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that the sludents come from the same cultural and
educational background. Tliey receive exactly the same
Iraining from teachers with similar training backgrourids
using exactly the same material. The physical conditions
of the learning environment and the number of students
in each class are also identical.

Conclusion

The current study investigated the overall rcported
language strategy use of Turkish university EFL
students at two different proficiency levels. The results
showed that \vhile students in the more advanced group
reported to use compensation strategies the niost
frequently; the elementary students reported more
frequent use of metacognitive strategies. There were
also significant differences between the reported uses of
metacognitive and memory strategies in favour of the
elementary students; and of compensation strategies in
favour of the more advanced students.

There are several implications which can be dra\vn
from this study. First, independent t-tests were applied
to the data because the subjects were grouped according
to a qualitative variable: the level of proficiency. Further
studies could correlate reported frequencies of language
learning strategy use with a quantitative variable, such
as scores on a placement test requiring the application of
multiple regression analysis, which would yield much
more sensitive data.

Second, the research could be extended to compare
reported frequencies of language learning strategy use
%uith achievement by correlating the mean frequencies of
each category with student achievement scores on
quizzes and tests throughout the semester. The data
analysed were the reported overall mean uses of
strategies. In order to be able to determine a relationship
between strategy use and individual achievement during
the course, it would be useful first to divide the nsers of
each category into three groups: high, medium and low.
The scores of the achievement tests of the high and low
users could then be correlated \vith the reported strategy
use of each category both to determine if a relationship
exists and to investigate \vhich category might be more
determinative of achievement.

Third, in this study language learning strategies have
been examined in categories. The data obtained could be
further investigated to discover reported use of
individual strategies and their relation to language
proficiency level and achievement. It 1ust also be
remembered that the SILL consists of only 50 items and
that students may actually be using many more
strategies that are not ineluded on the inventory. More
detailed research in the form of case studies involving
intervie\vs with reported high and low users would be
valuable in shedding more light on language learning
strategy use by Turkish students.

Finally, strategy inventories can only teli us what
leamers think they use, not whether they use them
appropriately. Hosvever, report of frequent strategy use
does not necessarily lead to success in foreign language
learning (Vann and Abraham, 1990). The important
thing is that leamers be guided to use appropriate
strategies effectively. For this, the existing course
material could be supported by extensive embedded
strategy training 6ver the academic ycar. The teachers
wvould also need training on how to teach strategy use,
which could be given by means of in-service training.
Moreover, since Griffiths and Parr (2001) report a
diffcrence betvveen student and tcacher perception of
strategy use, strategy inventories should be given to both
students and teachers, and be supported by student
intervielvs to raise aivarcness about strategy use.
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