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Learner Trainingin Speaking Strategies: An Empirical I nvestigation
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Abstract

This study investigated and assessed
the practicality and effectiveness, if any,
of integration of a learner training
program into a collegelevel EFL
classroom, with a focus on the
fine-tuning of the link between language
learning strategies and their use on
specific language tasks, especially those
of speaking. Two classes of Freshman
English from a university in northern
Tawan, who participated in ether
Experimental or Comparison group,
were recruited. During the first two
weeks of class, al subjects brief
English learning background, JCEE
(Joint College Entrance Examination)
English scores and Quasi-TOEFL scores
were collected. All subjects aso
completed the 50-item SILL (Strategy
Inventory for Language Learning) and
two speaking tasks (story-retelling and
topic discussion) on a pre-posttest basis.
In the posttest, the Experimental group
subjects aso filled out two other
questionnaires. (1) Strategy Checklist
and (2) Training Program Evaluation for



them to express their attitudes and
reactions toward a program embedded in
aregular EFL classroom. Results of the
study showed that, among other things,
while the Experimental group did not
outstrip the Comparison group in the
two speaking tasks, they did
demonstrate greater strategy use after
the semester-long training course.  This
finding urged us to probe deeper for
underlying factors that might also have
affected the implementation  of
strategies-based instruction, as severa
previous studies have aready pointed
out -- to reexamine its real bases lest it
should become another passing fad in
foreign/second language profession.

Keywords. Language Learning
Strategies, Speaking Strategies,
Learner (Strategy) Training/
Strategies-Based Instruction (SBI),
Teaching English as a Foreign
Language, Second Language
Acquisition, Freshman English

2. Statement of the Problem

Despite the “near explosion’
activity on  “language learning
strategies” and “learner  strategy
training” research since the early

seventies[1], very few studies have been
conducted with a focus on speaking
strategies, particularly those designed to
integrate learner strategy training into
the foreign language classroom [2, 3, 4,
5 6]. In view of the paucity of
research on learner training in speaking

strategies, an empirica study was
designed to explore a possible link
between direct, explicit strategies-based

instruction and specific language
abilities. In particular, this study
assessed the practicality and

effectiveness, if any, of integration of a
learner training program into a
college-level EFL classroom, with a
focus on the finetuning of the link
between language learning strategies
and their use on specific language tasks,
especially those of speaking.

3. Research Concerns, Questions, and
the Related Hypotheses

Following are the two major
concerns this study aimed to address, the
guestions it attempted to answer, and the
related hypotheses it was undertaken to
test:

(@ What is the educational
potential of learner strategy training?
That is, what is the relationship between
direct, explicit strategies-based
instruction and specific language
abilities? Of particular interest to us,
would the experimental group benefit
from such training, i.e., the integration
of strategy instruction into the course
content, and perform better than the
comparison group in the two speaking
tasks  (story-retelling and  topic
discussion)? By the same token, would
the experimental group outperform the
comparison group in frequency of
strategy use? Furthermore, we would
also like to find out if any relationship



exits between such training (as measured

by two speaking tasks)/strategy use (as

measured by SILL) and subjects

English test scores, sex, and major field

of study? Trandated into hypotheses,

the above questions can be stated as
follows:

(1) The experimental group performs
better than the comparison group in
the two spesking tasks of
story-retelling and topic discussion.

(2) The experimenta group shows
greater strategy use than the
comparison group as measured by
SILL.

(3) Subjects who score higher in JCEE
English exam/quasi-TOEFL test/
Freshman English would also
perform better in the two speaking
tasks.

(4) Subjects who score higher in JCEE
English exam/quasi-TOEFL test/
Freshman English would also show
greater strategy use as measured by
SILL.

(5) Mde and female subjects would
show no significant difference
statistically in terms of the two
speaking tasks.

(6) Mde and female subjects would
show no significant difference
statistically in strategy use as
measured by SILL.

(7) Subjects of different magors would
show no significant difference
statistically in terms of the two
speaking tasks.

(8) Subjects of different maors would

show no significant difference
stetistically in strategy use as
measured by SILL.

(b) If we can answer the questions
raised above in our first concern, then
we will have a better chance to probe
further and ask whether there exists a
gap between theory and practice for
strategy research. If such a gap does
exist, what is the cause? Can it be
overcome? And how and to what
extent can learner strategy instruction be
made an option/a readlity in the foreign
language curriculum — where theory can
hope to meet practice?

4. Design of the Study

Two classes of Freshman English
from a university in northern Taiwan
participated in this study. One class of
45 students was arbitrarily assigned as
the Experimental group, and the other
class of 33 students, the Comparison
group. During the first two weeks of
class, all subjects' brief English learning
background, JCEE (Joint College
Entrance Examination) English scores
and Quasi-TOEFL scores were collected.
All subjects also completed the 50-item
SILL (Strategy Inventory for Language
Learning) and two speaking tasks
(story-retelling and topic discussion) on
a pre-posttest basis. In the posttest, the
Experimental group subjects also filled
out two other questionnaires: (1)
Strategy Checklist and (2) Traning
Program Evaluation for them to express
their attitudes and reactions toward the



program. During the course of one
semester, the Experimental group, other
than following the same syllabus as the
Comparison  group, was given
instruction in a strategies-based format
of three different types:
awareness-raising, strategy training, and
strategy practice, ranging from specific
learning strategies  to general
dispositions for learning [7, 8]. The
more specific strategy instruction was
further incorporated into course content
mainly through two kinds of classroom
activities: ora journal and group
discussion.

Two native speakers of English
with over ten years experience of
teaching EFL at the college level rated
the student tapes. Arrangement was
made so that the raters did not know
whether the responses to the two
speaking tasks which consisted of each
taped sample were from the
Experimental or the Comparison group,
nor whether they were from pre- or
posttesting.

Discussion sessions were held
before the two raters proceeded with the
ratings. Based upon pilot-tested tapes
(representing varying degrees  of
speaking ability) colleted from the
previous year of the same sample
population as the present study, a set of
five-point, multitrait scales were
discussed and criteria, agreed upon.
This procedure was to ensure that the
interaction between the rater and the
rating task be kept to a minimum.

Another measure taken to maximize the
consistency of ratings by this pair of
raters was to involve them in both pre-
and posttests.

Other than the basics of
pronunciation and comprehensibility,
three scales of self-confidence, grammar,
and vocabulary were used for topic
discussion; two scales of key story
elements and ordering/rendering of these
elementsfor story retelling [2].

5. Results

Data generated from Background
Questionnaire provided an overal
structure of the sample population and
yielded such information as sex, age,
major field of study, study/travel in an
English-speaking country, motivation to
learn, and effort made in learning.

In addressing Research Concern #1,
we formed eight hypotheses to test
whether there was increase in the two
speaking tasks and/or greater use of
strategies across different groups of
subjects. The results showed that, for
Hypotheses 7 and 8, subjects majoring
in different fields of study did not show
significant differences in either the two
speaking tasks or in frequency of
strategy use. The same went with
Hypotheses 5 and 6 for female versus
male subjects. For Hypotheses 3 and 4,
students with higher English test scores
did not necessarily perform better in the
two speaking tasks but they did show
greater strategy use than those with
lower English test scores. Similarly,



for Hypotheses 1 and 2, the
Experimenta group did not show,
statistically speaking, significant
improvement on the speaking tasks, but
did demonstrate greater strategy use than
the Comparison group after the
implementation of strategy instruction
for one semester.

As for the two questionnaires
(Strategy  Checklist and Traning
Program Evaluation) the Experimental
group also filled out a the end of the
semester, the results showed that with no
exception, the means of “degree of
usefulness” for al the speaking
strategies and Al types  of
activity/homework were greater than
those  of “degree  of actua
use/involvement.” In other words, a
cler gap was found between what
subjects believed was useful or
important and what they had actually put
into practice or got themselves involved
in during the semester-long training
program.

6. Discussion

The results of this study were
discussed by addressing Research
Concern #2.

First, to recap, in addressing
Research Concern #1, we constructed
eight hypotheses to examine the
relationship between strategies-based
instruction, strategy use, and student
gains in speaking abilities. It was
found that the learner training program
did not significantly affect the speaking

performance of the Experimental group
in the two tasks of story-retelling and
topic discussion. Such finding may
sound rather disappointing at first and
may be the last thing researchers wish to
see.  Yet, when further analyzed to
bring into consideration other factors
such as the make-up of the Experimental
group, their initial level of proficiency,
and their interest, attitude and
motivation in learning, the result we
found may not be a total surprise.
Following ae some of the
speculations/reasons for explanation of
the insignificant results of the learner
training program implemented in the
study.

6.1 Entry L evel/Over seas Experience
The  background  information
generated clearly indicated that, as far as
the initial level of English proficiency
was concerned, the Experimenta group
scored relatively lower than its
counterpart, the Comparison group, as
measured by the English test on the
JCEE. In order to show greater
improvement in speaking skill, the
Experimental group may need far more
than one semester of instruction and
practice. Furthermore, data from the
Background Questionnaire also
indicated that more students in the
Comparison group rather than the
Experimental group had the experience
of traveling/studying in an
English-speaking country, for a certain
period of time. It should be reasonable



to speculate that the Experimenta group
was the disadvantaged one in terms of
English learning in a more authentic
environment.

6.2 Interest, Attitude and M otivation

Halfway through the semester, it
was noticed that quite a few students in
the Experimental group showed a lack
of interest in the course.  For this group
of students, all mgjors in the College of
Agriculture, Freshman English may not
be on top of their priority list. They
felt overwhelmed by the course
requirements with lots of homework and
practice/activities to work on both in and
out of class[9].

Other data andyzed from
Background Questionnaire also
disclosed that while reporting either
“medium” or “much” in their motivation
to learn, students nonetheless spent very
little time in studying both inside and
outside the classroom. The mismatch
between the reported level of motivation
and the actua timeleffort put into
learning/studying was rather puzzling
and disappointing at the same time. It
prompted us to question the essence of
motivation. It seemed to us that
motivation remains only as motivation
unless some action is taken on the part
of the learners themselves. Crue as it
might be, the reality of foreign language
classroom learning must be faced, which
involves many factors that may not bein
the immediate control of
teachers/researchers [10].  Students can

feel however highly motivated to learn a
foreign language but without action, the
driving force of motivation will
probably take them nowhere at all.
Brown [11] points out that abstract
concepts in the affective domain are
hard to define. We should not be
“tempted to use rather sweeping terms
as If they were carefully defined
(p.143).” It is advisable to think twice
before we ever say “motivation” is the
key to successin aforeign language.

6.3 The Time Factor: Strategy Use
and Gainsin Speaking Task
Performance

Although the results of this study

did not show significant increase in the

speaking performance of the

Experimental group in the two tasks of

story-retelling and topic discussion, this

group of students nevertheless did

demonstrate greater strategy use after

participating in a semester-long
strategies-based instruction.  On the
one hand, the result reflects and proves
what students learning in an input-poor
environment generaly perceive:
speaking is a rather difficult skill and
therefore could not easily be mastered in
a short period of time. On the other
hand, this finding also confirms what
previous research has found about the
teachability of language learning
strategies. Having never been exposed
to any language learning strategies
before, the Experimental group did show
that they benefited from such instruction:



their overall use of strategies had
increased. Yet, again, in order to show
greater, significant improvement on
speaking abilities, students may simply
need more time and cannot be rushed.
Time seems to be a rather important
factor for long-term learning especially
when a tough task is involved. Given
enough time, students proven greater
strategy use would have a good chance
to produce and result in steady
improvement and eventually more gains
in speaking abilities.

7. Feedback on Strategy Checklist:

Students’ Verbal Report Data

Perhaps the most insightful finding
of this study in terms of students
strategy use comes from their own
written open-ended comments on the
individual  strategies listed in the
guestionnaire of Strategy Checklist.
Some of the negative feedback
effectively points to the mismatch
between what the students believe and
what the teachers/researchers believe
about the good/effective language
learning strategies. Such information
can certainly not afford to be ignored if
future similar studies are amed to
produce in learners greater strategy use
and better language proficiency.

8. Conclusion

It appears that what we found in
this study suggests a “truth,” not just a
“face’” vaue, in the integration of
strategies-based instruction into an EFL

classroom.  We might need to look into
what lies “deeper,” not limited to or
discouraged by the “surface” result only.
While embracing a new
teaching/learning model, it is sensible
for us to take a hard look with some hard
evidence and in our case, to reexamine
the real bases of learner strategy training
lest it should become another passing

fad in foreign/second language

profession [12, 13, 14, 15]

8. References

[1] Skehan, P (1991). Individual
differences in second language
learning. Sudies in Second
Language Acquisition, 13,
275-298.

[2] Dornyei, Z. (1995). On the
teachability of communication
strategies. TESOL Quarterly, 29, 1,
55-85.

[3] Cohen, A. D., Weaver, S. J., & Li,
T. Y. (1996). The impact of
strategies-based  instruction on
speaking a foreign language.
CARLA Working Papers Series #4.
Minneapolis, MN: Center for
Advanced Research on Language
Acquisition, University of
Minnesota.

[4] Dadour, E.S. and Robbins, J.
(1996). University-level studies
using strategy instruction to
improve speaking ability in Egypt
and Japan. In R. L. Oxford (Ed.),
Language learning  Strategies
around the world: Crosscultural



[5]

[6]

[7]

[8]

[9]

[10]

perspectives. (Technical Report
#13) (pp. 157-166). Honolulu:
University of Hawaii, Second
Language Teaching & Curriculum
Center.

Nunan, D. (1997). Strategy
training in the language classroom:
An empirical investigation. RELC
Journal, 28, 2, 56-81.

Hsu, H.Y. (1999). Naturalistic
Inquiry Into EFL  Sudents’
Srategy Use Paper presented at
the Seventeenth Conference on
English Teaching and Learning in
the R.O.C., Taipei, Tawan.
Weaver, S. J. & Cohen, A. D.
(1997). Strategies-based
instruction: A teacher-training
manual. CARLA Wobrking Paper
Sries #7. Minneapolis, MN:
Center for Advanced Research on
Language Acquisition, University
of Minnesota.

Oxford, R. L. (1990). Language
learning strategies: What every
teacher should know.  New York:
Newbury House.

Wenden, A. L. (1987).
Incorporating learner training in
the classroom. In A. L. Wenden &
J. Rubin (Eds.), Learner strategies
in language learning (pp. 159-168).

Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall.

Watanabe, Y. (2002). Three
theories of motivation and

washback to the learner. Paper
presented a the 13" World

[11]

[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]

Congress of Applied Linguistics
(AILA 2002), Singapore.

Brown, H. D. (2000). Principles of
language learning and teaching.
NY: Addison Wesley Longman,
Inc.

LoCastro, V. (1994).
strategies and learning
environments. TESOL Quarterly,
28, 409-414.

Learning

LoCastro, V. (1995). The Author
Responds ... TESOL Quarterly, 29,
172-174.

McDonough, S. H. (1995).
Srategy and Sill in Learning a
Foreign  Language.  London:
Edward Arnold.

Gu, P. Y. (1996). Robin Hood in
SLA: what has the learner strategy
research taught us? Asian Journal
of English Language Teaching, 6,
1-29.



	page1
	page2
	page3
	page4
	page5
	page6
	page7
	page8

