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Introduction

During my daily work as a language teacher, I often feel the frustration of spending a lot of time and effort in preparing lessons and materials to be used in class with my students and then realizing they just do not seem to make any progress. Even the hard working students, who never cause trouble, do their homework and dutifully engage in pair and group work with their classmates, are at a loss when asked to plan, implement or revise language activities without my help. Such a lack of what Italian teachers call “il metodo” is due to the fact that, like most language teachers, I often neglect the importance of learner autonomy and learner strategies. 

In this paper, I shall try to emphasize the importance of language learning strategies (LLS) in a learner-centred approach to language teaching and briefly illustrate the taxonomy proposed by the main researchers in this field. Then I shall outline the implications of LLS research in classroom practice and syllabus planning and suggest a model for implementing strategy training in foreign language teaching. 

What teaching? What learning?
One of the most common complaints we hear at teachers’ and parents’ meetings in Italian schools is that the students have no adequate method for studying. What is implied is that although the students do put some effort into their schoolwork, their effort seems to be wasted somehow, and they still fail to achieve good results. The phrase we use in Italy is “non ha metodo” (s/he has not got a method). This comes from the (wrong) assumption that simply because we have taught something, the students should be able to learn it.







First of all, to paraphrase Allwright (1984), it is not true that learners learn what we teach them: like most language teachers I have often experienced the frustration of investing endless amounts of energy in my lessons and getting very little response. We have all had groups who never finished their homework, who did not learn from their mistakes, who did not listen to each other, and so on. The reason for such behaviour very often comes from the fact that the learners rely too much on the teacher. 

On the other hand, in order for people to learn, it is not enough to be taught. Unless, of course, we mistake learning for coping with the demands of the school curriculum and finding ways to meet the requirements imposed by teachers. 
What we have often had are “good” students, people who conscientiously look for and stick to the one “right” method of working. But they are often unable to use their English in basic situations outside the classroom context, they rely on the teacher all the time and they lack self-knowledge, which may start to be a problem when they are expected to study on their own. For the present, though, we do not see them as a big problem and are quite happy to have them in our classes. 

According to Knowles (1976), because of the complexity and the rapidity of change in our highly technological societies, one mission of the teacher/ educator is to help individuals to develop the attitude that learning is a life-long process and to help them acquire the strategies of self-directed learning. As teachers we must help learners to acquire the skills necessary to go on learning on their own when they leave school, together with an awareness of the need they will have to continue learning the language. 

Learner autonomy and learning strategies

One of the most recent trends in foreign language methodology is the concept of learner –centeredness, which sees the learner as the initiator of the act of learning and advocates a teaching approach directed to equipping the learners with appropriate learning strategies to take on responsibility for self-direction.

This new approach has been clearly framed by Holec (1995), who states that

“to teach the learner to learn, that is to enable him to carry out the various steps which make up the learning process, is considered the best way of ensuring that learning takes place”. 

Holec also emphasises the need for critical reflection on the part of the learner. The process of critical reflection must be directed not only at what one learns, but also at why and how one decides to learn. If learners are to be weaned away from their state of dependence to one of independence and autonomy, they must not only acquire a number of relevant learning strategies, but also experience a change of psychological attitude towards what learning is. 

A learning-to-learn approach, therefore, must help the language learners in consolidating vocabulary, acquiring basic structures and accumulating the necessary linguistic and communication skills, but above all it must put the learners in active control of their own learning processes. 

Over the past twenty years, there has been a growing amount of research into learning strategies, mostly deriving from the developments in cognitive psychology. This research investigates how individuals go about the task of learning something, and attempts to discover which of the strategies that the learners use are the most effective for the particular type of learning involved. 

In the Common European Framework, among other language competences, there is a section called “Ability to learn”, which is closely linked to the general competences of savoir, savoir faire and savoir être. Within this category, the CEF includes a series of “study skills”, for example, the ability to identify one’s own needs and goals and the ability to organize one’s own strategies and procedures to pursue these goals.

The term “strategy” has no univocal designation in the literature; it has been used with reference to skills, techniques, behaviours, potentially conscious plans, consciously employed operations, cognitive abilities, problem solving procedures etc. 

What are language-learning strategies exactly? 
Early on, Tarone (1983) defined LLS as “an attempt to develop linguistic and sociolinguistic competence in the target language”. Rubin (1987) later wrote that LLS are “strategies which contribute to the development of the language system which the learner constructs and affect learning directly”. In their study on second language acquisition, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) defined LLS as “the special thoughts or behaviours that individuals use to help them comprehend, learn or retain new information”. Finally, building on work in her book for teachers (Oxford 1990 a), 
Oxford (1992) defines second or foreign language learning strategies as 
“specific actions, behaviours, steps or techniques students use – often intentionally – to improve their progress in developing L2 skills. These strategies can facilitate the internalisation, storage, retrieval or use of the new language. Strategies are tools for the self-directed involvement necessary for developing communicative ability”.

From these definitions, a change over time can be noted: from the early focus on the product of LLS (linguistic and sociolinguistic competence), to the psychological approach of O’Malley and Chamot, to the emphasis on the processes and the characteristics of LLS used by the “good language learner”. 
Language learning strategies taxonomy
A number of taxonomies of LLS have been proposed, the best known being probably Rebecca Oxford’s (1990). (see Appendix 1)

Oxford identifies 6 kinds of strategies, which she distinguishes in two groups: those that contribute directly to learning and are closely related to the subject matter (i.e. the second or foreign language) and those that contribute indirectly to learning, which do not directly involve the subject matter itself, but are essential to language learning nonetheless. Direct strategies are memory, cognitive and compensation strategies; indirect strategies include metacognitive, affective and social strategies 
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Oxford sees the aim of LLS as being oriented towards the development of communicative competence, and that they must, therefore, involve interaction among learners. For this reason, she maintains that affective and social strategies are fundamental in the effectiveness of language learning. Social and affective strategies, as we shall see, are closely interrelated to all the other types of strategies.

Affective strategies
Contrary to other researchers and scholars, Oxford lists affective strategies as separate from compensation and social strategies. In doing this she follows Stern, who recognized that language learning, like any kind of learning, involves shock and stress.

“The efficient language learner develops an ability to cope effectively with the emotional and motivational problems he/she meets, approaches the task with a positive frame of mind, develops the necessary energy to overcome frustrations and persist in his/her efforts”. Good language learners recognize their dependent status in early learning and accept the infantilization involved. As they progress, they strive towards emancipation.”

Social strategies are those activities in which learners deliberately seek opportunities to be exposed to and practice their knowledge. For example create situations with native speakers in order to verify/test/practice the language; spend extra time in the language lab; listen to TV/radio/films/advertisements; read books in L2, etc. 

Affective and social strategies are of paramount importance, because they involve the learner as a whole person and also because the students are not usually familiar with paying attention to their own feelings and social relationships as part of the language learning process. They are also strategies in which a great number of personal characteristics play a decisive role: age, sex, motivation, but above all attitudes and beliefs regarding foreign language learning and teaching.

Memory occupies a special place in the studies on LLS. At the most basic level it includes memory tricks and strategies to learn vocabulary like the Keyword Technique, the Peg Method or the Loci method, which are based on visual or sound associations. These strategies seem to contradict the long-held axioms of language teaching methodology that vocabulary should be learnt in context and that memory tricks will interfere with fluency and ultimately with the ability to acquire advanced competence in the foreign language. 

Oxford’s memory strategies, however, seem to be linked to preferred learning styles (auditory, visual, kinaesthetic) and are therefore consistent with recent research on Human cognition (see for example Gardner1983)
Cognitive strategies are problem-solving operations that require processes of analysis, synthesis and transformation of the learning material.

Rubin, who pioneered much of the work in the field of learning strategies together with Wenden, identifies 6 cognitive learning strategies:
1. clarification/verification

2. guessing/inductive inferrencing

3. deductive reasoning

4. practice

5. memorization

6. monitoring
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Metacognitive learning strategies are used to plan, monitor and evaluate learning. To put it simply, they make learners step outside their learning and look at it from above. 

Wenden explains

 what metacognition involves: 

· students asses their needs and preferences

· they choose what they want to learn and how 

· they choose how to use resources

· they plan what their learning strategies should be and change them if they are not successful

Metacognition also includes affective aspects of learning and a knowledge of the feeling evoked by learning, it must therefore include a knowledge of the self. Therefore, an awareness of one’s personality, feelings, motivation, attitudes and learning style; knowledge about what one knows and does not know, what one can and cannot do, and an awareness of one’s progress, are all elements on which metacognitive abilities are based. 

Moreover, the metacognitive ability of planning learning, as we can see, is central to the learning process. This is a set of mental operations that have been categorized and explained within the classification  system of O’Malley and Chamot (1990)

	Strategy
	Definition
	Other possible terms

	Self-management 
	Arrange for conditions that help you learn
	Know yourself, plan how to study

	Directed attention 
	Decide in advance to focus on particular tasks and ignore distractions
	Pay attention

	Set goals 
	Develop personal objectives; identify the purpose of the task
	Determine destination

Plan objectives

	Organizational planning
	Plan the task content and sequence
	Outline, brainstorm, priority list

	Activate background knowledge
	Think about and use what you already know to help you do the task
	Elaborate on prior knowledge

	Predict
	Anticipate information 
	Guess 


Communication strategies are very important in the learning process because they allow the learner to remain in the conversation by guessing intelligently and overcoming limitations in speech and writing. Oxford uses the term “compensation strategies”, while Stern defines these kinds of strategies as 

“Techniques of coping with difficulties in communicating in an imperfectly known second language” 

A FL learner can achieve this by:

· finding ways to continue producing the FL despite limitations, e.g. through the use of synonyms, simple sentences, semantic contiguities, gestures and minimal prefabricated conversational patterns like opening and closings.

· recognizing when his production has not been correctly interpreted, e.g. by spelling a word, writing down a word, repeating utterances, etc.

· indicating his reception of the speaker’s intention. This can be done through silence, hesitation, questioning, repeating, approximating the speaker’s message, mime or by giving explicit indication of comprehension.

Classroom implications

As we can see, all these classifications and attempts to categorize LLS often overlap and, because some of them are not easily observable (sometimes they are not observable at all), it is difficult to identify which strategies our students use. Moreover, two further points must be kept in mind:

· Most research in this field has been carried out with adult learners or university students, who tend to use strategies more deliberately than youngsters and are more conscious of their learning needs and goals. 

· The research results come mostly from Second Language Learning contexts, where opportunities for practice outside the classroom are more easily available than in Foreign Language learning contexts. 

However, it is useful for the foreign language teacher to keep into account the possibility of integrating LLS in the foreign language syllabus, as they offer the following advantages: 
· They are cross-curricular abilities and can be transferred from one field of learning to the other.
· They foster autonomy and sense of responsibility in the learner.
· They can be modified, rejected, adapted and new ones can be learnt.
· They involve many aspects of the learner, not just the cognitive.
· They expand the role of the teacher.
Two questions now arise. The first is whether the teacher should set aside a special time for strategy training or simply incorporate it into a language course. The second question is whether to develop the strategies implicitly, that is helping the students use the strategies but not actually discussing these strategies with them, or teach them explicitly, i.e. with the conscious participation of the learners. 

As regards the first option, strategy training separate from the syllabus runs the risk of becoming yet another issue to worry about on the part of the language teacher, who is always short of time, and on the part of the students, who will have additional classes besides the normal school hours.

Alternatively, learner training can be incorporated in the language-learning process and take place as part of the classroom activity, with a particular language-training objective in mind. This seems a better solution because, as it is generally acknowledged, learning in context is more effective than learning that is not clearly tied to the purposes it intends to serve. Legutke & Thomas(1991) argue that the aim is not to train learners first and then teach them a language. Rather:

“the task is to teach them to communicate in the L2 while helping them to learn and think about their learning.” 

Incorporating strategy training in the language class, from my experience, also has three very practical advantages: first, it saves time and money; second, the unmotivated students would never volunteer to attend a learner-training course outside normal school hours; third, we can use the content of the school curriculum as a meaningful context for strategy training. 

As regards the second option, it is important, in my opinion, to choose explicit instruction rather than blind training, so that the students are not only taught the use of the strategy, but they are also enabled to undergo processes of awareness-raising and reflection, which are essential for the development of responsibility and self-direction. Furthermore, they will receive feedback about their performance and be able to transfer the strategy use to other contexts and tasks. 

Teachers’ roles and strategy training 

How are the teachers to actually implement these new insights in their daily teaching?

The aim of implementing strategy training in the language class is not to teach all the strategies to all the students, but to help each student find out what strategies work best for him/her. Good language learners often do not limit themselves to using one or a definite group of strategies, but they certainly use different types of strategies in what Oxford calls “an orchestrated way”. That is to say, they select the most appropriate strategies according to the learning situation, the type of task and their personal goals. Their being “good” learners does not derive from the number of strategies they know of, but from how many they can use in combination.

There are three ways in which the teacher can help the students to become more effective learners: at a psychological level, by working on the learners’ beliefs and attitudes in order to increase success and motivation; at a methodological level, by giving the learners opportunities to practice working independently and organizing their own learning strategies and routines; and finally at a metacognitive level, by making the learners reflect on what they do and how they do it and evaluate their learning strategies and learning outcomes.

From these three levels of teacher’s intervention, in my opinion, a precise sequence of strategy training should follow: 

1. Affective, communication and social strategies are on the first level, because they are related to basic human needs. These are the areas on which the teacher’s intervention should come first, in order to develop positive frames of mind in the students and help them overcome the stress and sense of failure that their poor command of English sometimes causes. 

2. Cognitive and memory strategies come on the second level because they are directly linked to specific learning tasks and they involve more direct manipulation of the material to be learnt. Instruction in the use of these strategies can follow the steps indicated in the Strategic Teaching model proposed by Jones et al. (1987) (see Appendix 2)
3. Lastly, we should be concerned with metacognitive strategies, which require the students to reflect on their learning process and adjust their strategies in order to become more effective learners.

This proposal for a structured model of strategy training is, of course, not prescriptive. It is simply an attempt to implement in a student-centred and teacher-friendly way a series of cross-curricular objectives according to a precise plan of action. It is important also to underline that this model should not be seen as a hierarchical sequence of actions to be undertaken by the teacher, but it should be considered as a spiral approach to learning – strategy training. 

The Piagetian view of the three types of self-regulation can help us understand the significance of this sequence. According to Piaget (1976), there are three stages in self -regulation: the autonomous, the active and the conscious regulation. In the autonomous stage, individual learning remains unanalysed and learners are totally preoccupied with the goal. They do not try to represent to themselves the nature of what they are doing. They have not generalized on their experience or attempted to abstract what is salient. In the intermediate stage, of active regulation, learners move beyond exclusive preoccupation with the task and seek to understand principles behind it. There is awareness of one’s action and of a need to systematize, consolidate and generalize knowledge. In the fully conscious stage, processes are carried out exclusively on the mental plane. Hypotheses are constructed and their results imagined and on the basis of these speculations, they may be revised or rejected. 

To sum up, based on the research in LLS and strategy training, the following principles can be suggested: 

1. L2 strategy training should be based on students’ beliefs, attitudes and needs.
2. Strategy training should be integrated into regular classroom activities over a long period of time, rather than taught separately.
3. Affective issues should be addressed first in a strategy-training programme.
4. Strategy training should be explicit and relevant and should not be tied solely to the language class, but it should provide the learners with learning strategies that can be transferred to other disciplines.
5. Strategy training should help the students develop metacognitive abilities.
6. Strategy training should take place in recursive phases according to a spiral approach.

Conclusion 
All the individuals involved in a learning-teaching context could benefit from a strategy approach to learning languages: the students, the language teacher, the other teachers of the class and the whole school as an instructional institution.
The unmotivated and unsuccessful learners will become more interested in language classes if they realize that the focus of attention is upon themselves as intelligent individuals (we all know how self-conscious teen-agers are). They will realize that in order to meet with more success at school, they do not necessarily need to work more, but simply to organize their efforts in a more effective way. Those learners who just “plod along” through their school career, like most of my students, will be led into a process of self-discovery in order to develop an awareness of themselves as learners and will start exploiting their potential inner resources as successful and responsible learners.
The language teacher will have a further instrument to get to know the learners individually and give them “learning-to-learn” tools that are useful both for their present life at school and for their future life. Colleagues will stop complaining of the lack of “il metodo” if they realize that they can help the students to become better organized and autonomous in their daily work both in class and at home. 
Strategy training could also become a good starting point for afternoon remedial work addressed to the weaker students (“corsi di recupero”), which is carried out in Italian schools in different subjects. 

As research into learning strategies deepens, learner-training methodology also tends to become more eclectic, and “learning how to learn” will increasingly be seen to be inseparable from language learning itself.

In the meantime, as teachers of foreign languages, we should be confident that there exist a number of strategies that can be embedded in our syllabi, that can be taught with only modest extra effort and that can improve the overall class performance. This may put us in a position to help learners find “il metodo” and to follow Montaigne’s educational principle that “A good head is better than a full head”
Appendix 1
REBECCA OXFORD’ S TAXONOMY OF LS

	DIRECT STRATEGIES

	1. Memory
	They are used for storage of information 
	Creating mental linkages

	
	
	Applying images and sounds

	
	
	Reviewing well

	
	
	Employing action

	2. Cognitive strategies
	Mental strategies used to make sense of learning
	Practicing

	
	
	Receiving and sending messages

	
	
	Analysing and reasoning

	
	
	Creating structure for input and output

	3. Compensation strategies
	They help learners overcome knowledge gaps to continue the communication
	Guessing intelligently

	
	
	Overcoming limitations in speech and writing

	INDIRECT STRATEGIES

	1. Metacognitive strategies
	They help learners regulate their learning
	Centring your learning

	
	
	Arranging and planning your learning

	
	
	Evaluating your learning

	2. Affective strategies
	They are concerned with the learner’s emotional needs
	Lowering your anxiety

	
	
	Encouraging yourself

	3. Social strategies
	They lead to increased interaction with the target language
	Asking questions

	
	
	Cooperating with others

	
	
	Empathising with others


Appendix 2

STRATEGIC TEACHING MODEL
GUIDELINES FOR TEACHERS
1. Assess strategy use by

· think-aloud protocols
· interviews

· questionnaires

2. Explain strategy by 

· naming it

· telling the students how to use it step by step

3. Model strategy by

· demonstrating it 

· verbalising own thought processes while doing it

4. Scaffold instruction by

· providing support while students practise

· adjusting support to students’ needs

· phasing out support to encourage autonomous strategy use
5. Develop motivation by 

· providing successful experiences

· relating strategy use to improved performance
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