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The study of the individual learner differences including learner effectiveness has been a genuine
concern for second language researchers. The present study strived to examine the impact of
learner effectiveness on the language learners’ learning strategy use. According to this purpose,
first, the researchers developed the two-part 40-item learning strategy questionnaire of the
study according to the strategy questionnaire developed by Wong and Nunan (2011). Second,
they selected 441 students (224 male & 217 female) studying at the first year of their graduate
program at universities in East Azerbaijan Province (Iran) as the participants of the study. Third,
they administered the questionnaire of the study to the chosen participants and asked them to
complete it. Finally, the researchers employed the chi-square test to analyze the collected data
of the study. Based on the results of the study, there were significant differences between the
more effective and less effective EFL learners’ use of language learning strategies. On the basis
of these results, it was argued that the syllabus designers should include specific parts in the
teaching materials of the EFL classrooms in which the learners become familiar with various
learning strategies and are trained to employ the most efficient strategies for the performance of
language learning tasks. Similarly, it was pointed out that the EFL teachers should familiarize
their learners with the diverse language learning strategies and their predominant role in the
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process of second language acquisition.
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INTRODUCTION

In foreign language learning, learners vary in terms
of pace and the eventual level of language competence
(Doérnyei, 2005). Ellis (2008) argued that the variation
among language learners may arise from three categories
of factors: social, cognitive, and affective. He contended
that, among these categories, the cognitive and affective
categories are learner-based in origin and are referred to
as individual learner differences. These variables are per-
sistent and consistent attributes which prompt the learn-
er to approach the task of language learning in distinct
ways (Skehan, 1989). The early studies of the learner
differences took a predictive approach (Ellis, 2008) and
categorized the language learners as “good and bad, in-
telligent and dull, motivated and unmotivated” (Horwitz,
2000, p. 532) due largely to the fact that they endeavored
to specify the learners who could succeed in language
learning. Nonetheless, the recent studies of these vari-
ables have adopted and explanatory approach and have
strived to underline the reasons behind the success of
particular learners in language acquisition (Ellis, 2008).
These studies have adopted more impartial terms such as
“integratively and instrumentally motivated, anxious and
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comfortable, field independent and field sensitive, audi-
tory and visual” (Horwitz, 2000, p. 532) to elucidate the
students’ learning behavior.

A close inspection of the related literature of the indi-
vidual learner differences highlights the fact that learner
strategies have captured the second language research-
ers’ attention (Cohen, 1998; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990;
Oxford, 1990). A scrutiny of the empirical background
of these strategies shows that the majority of their stud-
ies have been carried out in second language contexts
(e.g., Naiman, Frohlich, Stern, & Todesco, 1978; Reiss,
1983, 1985). Moreover, the empirical studies in the for-
eign language contexts (e.g., Bidabadi & Yamat, 2010;
Shakarami & Abdullah, 2010) have made an endeavor
to specify the relationship between these strategies and
language learning. Nevertheless, there is not sufficient
research on the effect of learner factors including learner
effectiveness on the use of learning strategies. The present
study endeavored to address this issue in the EFL context
of Iran. More specifically, this study strived to answer the
following question:

*  How does learner effectiveness affect learners’ use of
learning strategies?
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REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE

Learning Strategies

Learning strategies are the specific mental and communica-
tive procedures that learners employ in order to learn and use
language (Chamot, 2005; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). They
are the “behaviors or actions which learners use to make lan-
guage learning more successful, self-directed and enjoyable”
(Oxford, 1989, p. 237). They include “any thoughts, behav-
iors, beliefs, or emotions that facilitate the acquisition, un-
derstanding, or later transfer of new knowledge and skills”
(Weinstein, Husman, & Dierking, 2000, p. 727). It is argued
that learning strategies are tools which “make learning eas-
ier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effec-
tive, and more transferable to new situations” (Oxford, 1990,
p- 8). In other words, these strategies define “the approach
learners adopt in learning a second language and are influ-
enced directly by learners’ explicit beliefs about how best to
learn” (Ellis, 2008, p. 703). In emphasizing their facilitative
role in language learning, Oxford’s (1999) pointed out that
these strategies refer to “specific actions, behaviors, steps, or
techniques that students use to improve their own progress in
developing skills in a second or foreign language” (p. 518).

Oxford (1990, 1993, 1996) contended that the diverse
definitions of learning strategies emphasize that they are
employed consciously to fulfill learning aims. Likewise,
Cohen (1998) asserted that learning strategies are “learning
processes which are consciously selected by the learner”
(p- 4). This issue may distinguish learning strategies from
other individual learner differences (Dornyei, 2005). How-
ever, the investigation of learning strategies is indispensable.
First, “learning styles and learning strategies are interrelated
concepts, differing primarily in their breadth and stability”
(p- 162). As Snow, Corno, and Jackson (1996) noted, a learn-
ing style is a “strategy used consistently across a class of
tasks” (p. 281). Second, the empirical studies (e.g., Winne,
1995) have revealed that certain learning strategies are em-
ployed more consistently by the learners in comparison with
others and are exploited by the learners as reservoirs to as-
sist the self-regulated learners (Chamot & Rubin, 1994). The
self-regulated learners “seek to accomplish academic goals
strategically and manage to overcome obstacles using a bat-
tery of resources” (Randi & Corno, 2000, p. 651). Third, it is
apparent that the good language learner “cannot be described
in terms of a single set of strategies but rather through the
ability to understand and develop a personal set of effective
strategies” (Chamot & Rubin, 1994, p. 372). Consequently,
it is logical to specify the learning strategies as individual
learner difference variables (Oxford, 2003).

The Problems of Learning Strategy Research

The literature of learning strategies is replete with diverse
definitions of this construct (Green & Oxford, 1995). How-
ever, there is not a watertight definition of these strategies
(O’Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Russo, Kupper,
1985). More specifically, the various definitions of learning
strategies do not distinguish them from the learners’ every-
day learning activities (Oxford, 2001). It is argued that the

definitions lack the criteria which determine the differences
between the learning in general and the strategies which are
employed for learning (Oxford, 1996).

In an attempt to deal with this problem, Weinstein et al.
(2000) argued that learning strategies have three main fea-
tures including: goal-directedness, intentional invocation,
and exertion of effort. Nonetheless, a close perusal of these
criteria shows that: a) they are the main aspects of learner
motivation; and b) they characterize the process of learning
in general (Dornyei, 2005). Moreover, it has been argued that
the conscious use of these strategies by the learners may dis-
tinguish them from the everyday learning activities (Cohen,
1998). However, the issue of conscious use or choice is not
sufficient to draw a distinction between the learning strate-
gies and other learner activities due largely to the fact that
some of the learners’ academic choices such as the choice
of the place for education may be non-strategies (Dornyei,
2005). It seems that appropriateness is the only feature
that underlines the distinction between learning strategies
and other individual learner differences (Riding & Rayner,
1998).

Taxonomies of Learning Strategies

The related literature of learning strategies underscores the
fact that empirical studies of this construct have pursued dif-
ferent trends during the past four decades. The early studies
(e.g., Naiman et al., 1978) tried to specify the learner charac-
teristics which facilitated language learning. In general, the
early studies underscored the fact that learners’ active use of
language learning tactics worked in tandem with their inter-
nal aptitude to promote language learning. The second phase
of the empirical studies began in the 1980s (e.g., Reiss, 1983,
1985) and examined the effectiveness of learner strategies in
the process of learning the target language (Wintergerst, De-
Capua, Verna, 2003.). Nonetheless, none of these research
lines has paid enough attention to the theoretical validity of
the learning strategy construct (Dornyei & Skehan, 2003).
Ellis (1994) pointed out that “definitions of learning strat-
egies have tended to be ad hoc and atheoretical” (p. 533).
These research lines have led to the development of certain
learning strategy taxonomies including the ones provided by
O’Malley and Chamot (1990) and Oxford (1990).

O’Malley and Chamot (1990) distinguished three types
of learning strategies including cognitive, metacognitive,
and socio-affective strategies. In this classification:

Cognitive strategies are the strategies involving the
analysis, transformation, or the synthesis of learning
materials. On the other hand, Metacognitive strategies
are the strategies involving an attempt to regulate learn-
ing through planning, monitoring, and evaluating. Final-
ly, socio-affective learning strategies are the strategies
concerning the ways in which learners interact with the
other users of the second language (Ellis, 2008, p. 705).

However, the categorization of strategies in this taxon-
omy is problematic (Hsiao & Oxford, 2002). As Dornyei
(2005) noted, some of the strategies of the social/affective
category (i.e., self-talk) refute the theoretical assumptions
of the taxonomy. More specifically, since they cannot be
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integrated with the other categories, they treated as social/
affective learning instruments. It is argued that a further clas-
sification of these strategies to two categories (i.e., social &
affective) may promote the empirical validity of the taxono-
my (Hsiao & Oxford, 2002).

On the other hand, Oxford (1990) draws a distinction
between direct and indirect strategies. As she noted, direct
strategies include memorizing, analyzing, reasoning and
guessing intelligently. These strategies “require the mental
processing of the language” (p. 181). On the other hand,
indirect strategies include things such as evaluating one’s
learning and cooperating with others. They “provide indirect
support for language learning through focusing, planning,
evaluating, seeking opportunities, controlling anxiety, in-
creasing cooperation and empathy and other means” (p. 181).

Similar to the previous taxonomy, Oxford’s (1990) tax-
onomy, which is named the Strategy Inventory for Lan-
guage Learning, has certain problems. In this taxonomy,
direct strategies comprise memory, cognitive, and compen-
sation strategies while the indirect strategies involve meta-
cognitive, affective, and social strategies. Dornyei (2005)
underlined the two controversial aspects of this taxonomy.
First, the compensation strategies are closely connected to
language use instead of language learning and since these
processes are essentially separate from each other (Tarone,
1981), it is not logical to categorize the compensation strat-
egies as language learning strategies. Second, although cer-
tain empirical studies have revealed that memory strategies
are in fact a type of cognitive strategies, Oxford’s (1990)
taxonomy classifies them as independent categories. On the
basis of these issues Wong and Nunan (2011) developed
a strategy taxonomy which tackles the problems of these
issues in a satisfactory way. The present study employed
Wong and Nunan (2011) strategy taxonomy due to its solid
theoretical foundation.

METHOD

The Participants of the Study

Based on the aims of the study 441 students (224 male &
217 female) studying at the first year of their undergraduate
program at universities in East Azerbaijan Province (Iran)
were selected as the participants of the present study. All
of these participants were chosen from among those who
had taken the same University Entrance Examination ad-
ministered by the Organization of Measurement and ranged
in age from 18 to 22. This examination involves various
sections which are developed based on the students’ high
school courses. In this study, the participants’ grades on the
general English section of this test were employed for the
selection of the participants. Based on the results of this ex-
amination the participants were divided into two groups: (i)
more effective language learners with a grade of at least 66
on the 100-point entrance examination, and (ii) less effec-
tive learners with a grade of at most 33 on the 100-point en-
trance examination. On the basis of this classification, there
were 232 more effective and 209 less effective participants
in this study.

The Instrument of the Study

The researchers of the present study utilized a two-part 40-
item learning strategy questionnaire to collect the required
data. In the first part of the questionnaire, the learners pro-
vided their personal information including their gender, age,
native language, university major, and University Entrance
Examination grade. The second part of this instrument was
first devised by Willing (1994) and used in a modified ver-
sion by Wong and Nunan (2011). It involved 30 items and
asked the participants to indicate their attitude toward thirty
key in-class and out-of-class strategies by rating them on a
four-point scale (i.e., No, A Little, Good, & Best). The par-
ticipants’” answers to the items of this part determined their
language learning strategies. As Wong and Nunan (2011)
contended, these strategies can be classified into four main
types including: communicative, analytical, authority-ori-
ented, and concrete. Based on the results of the statistical
analysis, the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of this question-
naire was .84 which is considered to be satisfactory (Pallant,
2007). Therefore, the questionnaire was regarded to be a
suitable instrument for the purpose of the study.

The Procedure of the Study

On the basis of the purpose of the present study, first, the
researchers developed the two-part 40-item learning strategy
questionnaire of the study according to the strategy question-
naire developed by Wong and Nunan (2011). Second, they
selected 441 students (224 male & 217 female) studying at
the first year of their graduate program at universities in East
Azerbaijan Province (Iran) as the participants of the study.
Third, they administered the questionnaire of the study to the
chosen participants and asked them to complete it. Finally,
the researchers employed the chi-square test to analyze the
collected data of the study. More specifically, the researchers
used the frequency of the participants’ answers to each of the
four-point scale (i.e., No, A Little, Good, & Best) response
choices of the items of the questionnaire to determine the
differences between the more effective and less effective
language learners’ strategy use.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The research question of the study examined the differences
between more effective and less effective students’ learn-
ing strategies. The results of the data analysis indicated that
there were significant differences between these groups of
learners in six items of the employed questionnaire of the
study including: item 6, item 9, item 12, item 13, item 27,
and item 33. These results are provided below:

Item 6: In English class, I like to learn by reading.

Table 1 provides the frequency and percentage of the dif-
ferences between these groups in regard to item 6:

A chi-square test for independence was employed to de-
termine the statistical significance of the difference between
these groups. Table 2 shows the results of this test:

As shown in Table 2, there was a significant difference
between the more effective and less effective EFL learners’
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responses to this item since the p-value .000 (marked as Sig.)
was less than the level of significance .05.

Item 9: In class, I like to learn by conversation.

Table 3 provides the frequency and percentage of the dif-
ferences between these groups in regard to item 9:

A chi-square test for independence was employed to
determine the statistical significance of the difference
between these groups. Table 4 shows the results of this
test:

As shown in Table 4, there was a significant difference
between the more effective and less effective EFL learners’
responses to this item since the p-value .000 (marked as Sig.)
was less than the level of significance .05.

Item 12: I like to have my own textbook.

Table 5 provides the frequency and percentage of the dif-
ferences between these groups in regard to item 12:

A chi-square test for independence was employed to de-
termine the statistical significance of the difference between
these groups. Table 6 shows the results of this test:

As shown in Table 6, there was a significant difference
between the more effective and less effective EFL learners’
responses to this item since the p-value .000 (marked as Sig.)
was less than the level of significance .05.

Table 1. Frequency and percentage of more effective and
less effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding
item 6

Item 13. I like the teacher to explain everything to us.

Table 7 provides the frequency and percentage of the dif-
ferences between these groups in regard to item 13:

A chi-square test for independence was employed to de-
termine the statistical significance of the difference between
these groups. Table 8 shows the results of this test:

As shown in Table 4.8, there was a significant difference
between the more effective and less effective EFL learners’
responses to this item since the p-value .000 (marked as Sig.)
was less than the level of significance .05.

Item 27: I like to learn English words by hearing them.

Table 9 provides the frequency and percentage of the dif-
ferences between these groups in regard to item 27:

A chi-square test for independence was employed to de-
termine the statistical significance of the difference between
these groups. Table 10 shows the results of this test:

As shown in Table 10, there was a significant difference
between the more effective and less effective EFL learners’
responses to this item since the p-value .000 (marked as Sig.)
was less than the level of significance .05.

Item 33: I like to learn by talking to friends in English.

Table 11 provides the frequency and percentage of the
differences between these groups in regard to item 33:

Table 5. Frequency and percentage of more effective and
less effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding
item 12

Preference More effective Less effective Preference More effective Less effective
degree learners f (%) learners f(%) degree learners f(%) learners f(%)
No 114 (49.1) 32 (15.3) No 117 (50.4) 29 (13.9)
A Little 63 (27.2) 56 (26.8) A Little 71 (30.6) 32(15.3)
Good 34 (14.7) 20 (9.6) Good 17 (7.3) 53 (52.4)
Best 21 (9.1) 101 (48.3) Best 27 (11.6) 95 (45.5)

Table 2. Chi-square test of the more effective and less
effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding item 6

Table 6. Chi-square test of the more effective and less
effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding item 12

Value df D

Value df P

Chi-Square 101.632 3 0.000

Chi-Square 123.360 3 0.000

Table 3. Frequency and percentage of more effective and
less effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding
item 9

Table 7. Frequency and percentage of more effective and
less effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding
item 13

Preference More effective Less effective Preference More effective Less effective
degree learners f(%) learners f(%) degree learners f(%) learners f'(%)
No 34 (14.7) 92 (44.0) No 133 (57.3) 20 (9.6)
A Little 49 (21.1) 65 (31.1) A Little 58 (25.0) 24 (11.5)
Good 50 (21.6) 31(14.8) Good 25(10.8) 82 (39.2)
Best 99 (42.7) 21 (10.0) Best 16 (6.9) 83 (39.7)

Table 4. Chi-square test of the more effective and less
effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding item 9

Table 8. Chi-square test of the more effective and less
effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding item 13

Value df D

Value df. P

Chi-Square 83.127 3 0.000

Chi-Square 172.533 3 0.000
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A chi-square test for independence was employed to de-
termine the statistical significance of the difference between
these groups. Table 12 shows the results of this test:

As shown in Table 12, there was a significant difference
between the more effective and less effective EFL learners’
responses to this item since the p-value .000 (marked as Sig.)
was less than the level of significance .05.

DISCUSSION

The research question of the present study aimed to deter-
mine the significant differences between more effective and
less effective EFL learners’ learning strategies. The results
showed that there were significant differences between the
learning strategies of these groups. A close inspection of the
results showed that the more effective learners’ preferred
communicative (Wong & Nunan, 2011) learning strategies
and the less effective learners preferred auditory-oriented
(Wong & Nunan, 2011) learning strategies. These results are
in line with the results of the studies by Willing (1994), Nunan
(1991) Gan (2004) and Wong and Nunan (2011). As Willing
(1994) argued, these results may be attributed to the more
effective learners’ field independence and autonomy in lan-

Table 9. Frequency and percentage of more effective and
less effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding
item 27

Preference More effective Less effective
degree learners f'(%) learners f(%)
No 32 (13.8) 85 (40.7)
A Little 34 (14.7) 71 (34.0)
Good 60 (25.9) 34 (16.3)
Best 106 (45.7) 19 (9.1)

Table 10. Chi-square test of the more effective and less
effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding item
27

Value df p
103.873 3 0.000

Chi-Square

Table 11. Frequency and percentage of more effective
and less effective EFL learners’ preference degree
regarding item 33

Preference More effective Less effective
degree Learners f(%) learners f(%)
No 41 (17.7) 94 (45.0)
A Little 26 (11.2) 78 (37.3)
Good 81 (34.9) 18 (8.6)
Best 84 (36.2) 19 (9.1)

Table 12. Chi-square test of the more effective and less
effective EFL learners’ preference degree regarding item 33

Value df P
127.064 3 0.000

Chi-Square

guage learning. He further stated that “there can be a certain
self-directedness involved in deliberately using interactions
for learning purposes, and in this way an underlying field-in-
dependence may show itself” (p. 153). Moreover, they may be
ascribed to the less effective learners’ field dependence (Will-
ing, 1994). In other words, the less effective learners require
a structure for learning and seek to progress in the process of
language acquisition in a sequential way. Based on this cogni-
tive style preference, they are generally passive and depend on
the teacher in the classroom context (Wong & Nunan, 2011).
Furthermore, as Wong and Nunan (2011) contended, these
results may be attributed to the more effective language learn-
ers’ authentic use of the language in both the context of the
classroom and the appropriate contexts out of the classroom.
They explained that the more effective learners focus on the
use of the second language by means of authentic conversa-
tions with their peers and learn the target language vocabulary
items and structures by hearing them. Consequently, these
learners are more communicatively competent than the other
learners. On the other hand, the less effective learners’ strategy
use may be attributed to their focus on the usage of the second
language. As Wong and Nunan (2011) pointed out, these learn-
ers focus on the reading materials and rely on the teacher in the
classroom. As a result, they are less communicatively compe-
tent in comparison with the more effective language learners.

CONCLUSION

The present study strived to determine the effect of learn-
er effectiveness on the language learners’ use of language
learning strategies. That is, it tried to examine the use of
learning strategies by the more effective and less effective
learners. The results of the study showed that there were
significant differences between more effective and less ef-
fective EFL learners’ use of language learning strategies.
Based on these results, it is recommended that the syllabus
designers include specific parts in the teaching materials of
the EFL classrooms in which the learners become familiar
with various learning strategies and receive training in the
use of the most efficient strategies for the performance of
language learning tasks. Similarly, it is suggested that EFL
teachers familiarize their learners with diverse language
learning strategies and their predominant role in the process
of second language acquisition. These teachers should train
their learners to employ different learning strategies and take
on the responsibility for their own learning.

Nevertheless, it is clear that further studies are needed
to deal with the investigated issue of the present study in
various learning contexts. It is suggested that the second
language researchers replicate this study in various educa-
tional settings. Furthermore, it is recommended that the fu-
ture studies consider the possible effects of learner attributes
including mother tongue and age group on the relationship
between learner effectiveness and learning strategy use.
Moreover, it is suggested that the future studies deal with the
other individual learner differences (e.g., learning styles) in
foreign language contexts. Finally, it is recommended that
the future studies examine diverse learner differences in sec-
ond language learning contexts.
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