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Abstract 

This study is dedicated to the research of language learning strategies (LLSs) employed 

by a group of Saudi Arabian learners in an EFL context (English as a Foreign 

Language). The rationale for the study is to clarify a pronounced lack of research on the 

EFL context in Saudi Arabia, and a dearth of prior research into language learning 

strategies in this context. In particular, this research intends to investigate the general 

pattern of language learning strategy use among a group of Saudi Arabian EFL learners 

in terms of their overall strategy use, according to the six categories presented in the 

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) designed by Rebecca Oxford. The 

description of variables affecting LLS selection including gender, language proficiency, 

and cultural background contributing to the EFL learning environment will also be 

examined. 

In order to fulfil the above objectives, data were collected using a mixed method 

approach (two questionnaires and semi-structured interviews). The SILL questionnaire 

designed by Rebecca Oxford and a background questionnaire were used to collect 

quantitative data for the study, while semi-structured interviews were employed to 

collect qualitative data. 

Analysis of the quantitative data revealed the following. The six learning strategies 

were used by all of the students in the sample to a greater or lesser extent. Memory was 

the least used learning strategy, and metacognitive was the most highly used strategy. 

Social, cognitive and compensation strategies were used to an intermediate extent with 

no differences found between them. Analysis of SILL scores by year of study showed 

that first year students had higher metacognitive scores than students from the other 

years. The scores on the other sub-scales did not differ significantly by year. Students 

with lower GPAs had lower strategy use than students with higher GPAs. Similarly, 
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students with lower SILL scores had lower mean strategy scores than students with 

higher SILL scores. Females used strategies more than males. Despite overall group 

differences in SILL scores according to year, GPA, STEP or gender, a similar pattern of 

rank ordering of strategies was observed in almost all sub-groups examined in this 

study: metacognitive strategies first, then social second, then compensation/cognitive 

strategies varying between third and fourth position, with affective/memory ranked last, 

varying between fifth and sixth. The exception was first year students who reported a 

different pattern of ranking than the students in the other years.  

Analysis of the qualitative data indicated that culture and religious beliefs may have an 

impact on the participants’ experience of learning English as a foreign language. It also 

indicated that religious beliefs can be a motivator in so far as these beliefs promote the 

learning of different languages. Additionally, the performance of Daawa (missionary 

work) may require individuals to communicate across cultures. At the same time, a 

generational gap was identified in people’s attitudes towards the learning of the English 

language, which along with a sense of cultural pride in the use of Arabic, may create 

some resistance to the English language. This can lead to difficulties for students 

wanting to practice their language skills. The data also provided a number of additional 

insights into how the teaching of English might be improved in Saudi Arabia, based on 

students’ own experiences. Overwhelmingly, participants believed that it was important 

for English to be taught in school from an earlier age and that the focus should be on 

learning to communicate in the English language, rather than on memorizing grammar 

rules. In addition, it also emerged from this data that there may be a need to extend the 

time dedicated to English teaching, as well as a need to train teachers to deliver more 

interactive classes, and make greater use of visual aids and technology. 
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Together, these results and findings provide important insights into the language 

learning strategy use of this group of learners that may affect scholarly research, theory 

and practice in the field of language learning strategy of EFL learners in Saudi Arabia. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

This chapter introduces the topic of this thesis: language learning strategies used 

by a group of Saudi Arabian students learning English as a foreign language. It will 

include background information on the nature of this research, introduce the topic and 

field of interest, and delineate the general features of the research. This chapter also 

provides the rationale for the study, the problem statement, the research questions and 

the significance of this research. The relevance of the present study to the overall 

contemporary field of EFL (English as a Foreign Language) research is considered. 

Overall, this chapter establishes the context and background of this research and will 

provide an overview of the dissertation structure. 

1.2 Rationale for the Study  

Human communication is complex in emotional, social and cognitive terms 

(Rabab’ah, 2005). Communication is important across all the areas of human interaction 

and, therefore, it is vital to learn how to communicate effectively (Alyousef, 2006). 

Learning how to communicate is a challenging task at all levels (Schmitt, 2008). This is 

more difficult if the language is a second or foreign language (Schmitt, 2008). It is 

therefore important for learners to learn effective strategies by which they can transmit 

their ideas (Malcolm, 2009). Ways to make the learning of language easier and more 

effective are known as language learning strategies (LLSs) (Alhaisoni, 2012). 

According to Alhaisoni (2012), learning foreign languages helps people to 

communicate across many countries. Communicating effectively in English as a foreign 

language (EFL) is becoming increasingly important in Arab countries (Al-Hazmi & 

Scholfield, 2007). A lot of research has been carried out on the difficulties Arab learners 

encounter when learning English (Al-Hazmi & Scholfield, 2007; McMullen, 2009; 
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Malcolm, 2009), but so far little has been done to evaluate the strategies used to teach 

English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia.  

The notion of language learning strategies (LLSs) has been studied for many 

years, but it has not been until recently that their importance has come to get noticed 

(Bernat, 2006). The effective use of LLSs by students can help them become effective 

learners of foreign language (Radwan, 2011). Teaching students how to use LLSs 

enables them to take more responsibility for their learning process (Khan, 2011). LLSs 

involve a lot of practice and behaviour which can accelerate the mastery of a second or 

a foreign language (Connor, 1996). The importance of these LLSs lies in the fact that 

they enable the learner to continue learning even when outside the classroom (Storch & 

Aldosari, 2010). According to Storch and Aldosari (2010), the suitable use of LLSs can 

also make learning of language fun and enjoyable. 

As a result, there has been a great deal of research into language learning 

strategies, investigating a range of learner groups in both English as a Second Language 

(ESL) and English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts. The results of these studies 

have greatly contributed to the understanding of the nature, categories and patterns of 

strategy use in general, as well as their use for different language skills.  

Although extensive research around the world has been carried out on the use of 

language learning strategies for improving language skills (Chamot, 1987; Oxford, 

1990), most research into language learning strategies involving Saudi Arabian EFL 

learners compared to other nationalities and ethnic groups remains at a very early stage 

of development. This is not only the current researcher’s observation (Aljuaid, 2012), 

but is also the conclusion reached by leading educators in the educational field (Syed, 

2003; McMullen, 2009). To date, there have been only three documented large-scale 

strategy studies featuring Saudi participants. The first one is the ground-breaking study 

conducted by Al-Otaibi (2004), examining Saudi EFL students and the ways in which 
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they were using LLSs, but it encompassed only one geographical location in Saudi 

Arabia. The participants for the other two studies were ESL students living and studying 

in the United States, which significantly limits the understanding of the authentic Saudi 

Arabian second language learning context (Al-Wahibee, 2000; Braik, 1986).  

Moreover, existing research on LLSs has focused almost exclusively on learners’ 

strategy use in second language contexts as opposed to foreign language contexts 

(Rahimi et al., 2008). In acquiring English, the ESL learning context should be 

distinguished from English in a foreign language learning context (EFL). In an ESL 

learning context, learning takes place in an English-speaking country. In the EFL 

learning context, on the other hand, students are learning English as a foreign language 

in a non-English speaking country. Yang (2010) has also pointed out that most of the 

studies conducted on LLS have been limited to learning contexts involving English as a 

second language (ESL). EFL research on LLSs has mostly been conducted in South 

East Asian countries (Rahimi et al., 2008).  

Wharton (2000) argued that it is unproductive to generalize the strategy use of 

EFL learners of one ethnic group, and to apply this to the EFL learning contexts of 

other ethnic groups in the belief that research into the strategy use of EFL learners 

would represent an overall strategy use in language learning. Wharton (2000) explained 

this limitation as leading to “the dangers of an ethnocentric bias regarding the definition 

of good language learning strategies” (p. 204). Supporting this viewpoint, Oxford 

(2001) suggested that research on language learning strategies should be replicated and 

extended in order to generate more consistent and verified information within and 

across groups of learners. Research on how students from different cultural 

backgrounds use language learning strategies is increasingly gaining significance in the 

wider field of LLSs. Thus, more specific studies of strategy use of EFL learners are 

needed so that teachers can fully comprehend the full range of strategy use by EFL 
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learners, and guide them throughout the process of EFL learning to become successful 

in their own learning environment.  

Therefore, given the shortage of research on patterns of language learning strategy 

use among Saudi Arabian EFL learners, further research is needed into the language 

learning strategy use of this group of EFL learners. This study represents a step in this 

direction. It will address the problem through a comprehensive investigation of some of 

the variables that can best predict the strategy use by individuals in this group of EFL 

learners. The study thus aims to extend the available body of literature concerning EFL 

learners, on Arabic speakers’ learning processes in an EFL context, and on the use and 

selection of learning strategies by Saudi Arabian EFL learners.  

1.3 Research Questions  

Given the shortage of research on patterns of language learning strategy use 

among Saudi Arabian EFL learners, this research aims to explore the patterns of 

language learning strategy use as perceived and reported by a specific group of Saudi 

Arabian EFL learners. In particular, the research aims to answer the following research 

questions: 

1. What is the general pattern of language learning strategy use among Saudi 

Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall strategy use, and the six 

categories of the strategies presented in Oxford’s Strategy Inventory for 

Language Learning (SILL)? 

2. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to language proficiency? 

3. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to gender? 

4. How does cultural background affect language learning strategy use in 

language learning? 

5. What additional insights can be gained from students’ statements about their 

strategy use?  
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These research questions frame an in-depth scholarly reflection on the EFL 

learning strategies of a group of Saudi Arabian learners, and should further inform 

overall research into EFL and language learning strategy use in a broader research 

context.  

1.4 Relevance of the Study  

The present study has a high degree of relevance to the field of EFL research, 

since it helps identify the learning strategies used by a group of Saudi Arabian learners, 

and the learning strategies they apply to facilitate their process of learning. The 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a country in the Middle East governed by the rule of 

Shariah, the Islamic law, where people mostly speak Arabic, and where all fields of 

education and employment are mostly based on the use of Arabic. However, Saudi 

Arabia is also one of the world’s largest suppliers of crude oil, which makes it an 

increasingly attractive investment and partnership destination for international market 

players (Metz, 2004).  

To create a sustainable and competitive workforce that can lead the country to a 

higher level of international cooperation in business and commerce, Saudi Arabian 

authorities have worked extensively on the creation of educational exchange programs, 

and on the upgrade of the national educational level to that of advanced Western 

economies. The booming oil economy of Saudi Arabia has attracted many expatriates to 

work in the Kingdom: high level specialists with extensive expertise in the international 

oil trade and commerce, with knowledge of several languages. Nevertheless, within the 

program of “Saudization”, a much higher employment level of Saudi nationals is 

aspired to and has been approved by the national authorities (Ramady, 2010). To 

enhance the importance of Saudi Arabia in both the politics and economy of the world, 

Saudis must be able to communicate at all levels (Al-Jarf, 2005). 
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English is widespread in many areas of human interaction throughout the world 

(Bukhary & Bahanshal, 2013). Due to this popularity of English, many learning 

institutions are teaching it as part of the curriculum. The demand for learning English as 

a second language or as a foreign language is rising day by day (Al-Homoud & Schmitt, 

2009). The response by institutions in many countries to this situation has been to 

introduce English into their curriculum and to encourage people to learn the language 

(Storch & Aldosari, 2010). One of these countries is Saudi Arabia, where English is 

learnt as a foreign language (Rabab’ah, 2005). Saudi Arabia’s importance as an 

economic hub in the world is rising (Alhaisoni, 2012). Due to the wide spread use of 

English throughout the world, the Saudi government has focused on improving English 

proficiency at all levels of learning (Alhaysony, 2012). In many educational institutions 

in the Kingdom, learning English is mandatory (Storch & Aldosari, 2010). Despite this 

move by the government, the general quality of English spoken in Saudi Arabia is poor 

(Storch & Aldosari, 2010). Most students who have undertaken English studies for 

many years still find it hard to express themselves fluently in the language (Alhaisoni, 

2012; Storch & Aldosari, 2010). 

Despite this, English is considered to be one of the most important subjects Saudi 

students should master (Bukhary & Bahanshal, 2013; Alhaysony, 2012; Al-Kharrat, 

2000). Its importance is based on the influence it holds in the political, social and 

economic spheres of communication (Al-Jarf, 2005; Storch & Aldosari, 2010). English 

has become a medium of communication in several universities in Saudi Arabia 

(Bukhary & Bahanshal, 2013). According to Bukhary and Bahanshal (2013), the 

mastery of English is considered to be a competitive advantage when it comes to 

gaining a high salaried position in the Saudi job market. However, the teaching and 

learning of English in the Kingdom is considered to be a difficult task (Al-Kharrat, 

2000; Al-Homoud & Schmitt, 2009). The Ministry of Education and other decision 
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makers in the Kingdom have moved to ensure that Saudi EFL learners are provided 

with adequate materials that will enable them achieve their goals (Bukhary & 

Bahanshal, 2013). They have also sponsored research on strategies that can improve the 

efficiency of learning EFL among Saudi learners (Alhaysony, 2012; Bukhary & 

Bahanshal, 2013). 

The teaching of EFL starts at school level in Saudi Arabia (Al-Homoud & 

Schmitt, 2009). School level education is divided into three levels: elementary, 

intermediate and secondary (McMullen, 2009), and is made available for both girls and 

boys (Hua & Nor, 2012). The elementary level ranges from Grades 1 to 6; the 

intermediate level from Grades 7 to 9; while the secondary level ranges from Grade 10 

to 12 (Rabab’ah, 2005; Bukhary & Bahanshal, 2013). English is taught for a total of 

seven years during the school level (McMullen, 2009), starting at Grade 6 and 

continuing to Grade 12 (McMullen, 2009). The skills taught at school level include 

writing, speaking, reading and listening (Hua & Nor, 2012; McMullen, 2009). Learners 

are also taught vocabulary and grammar during their English lessons (Hua & Nor, 

2012). It is debatable, that despite this investment in English teaching, many learners in 

Saudi Arabia do not become fluent in speaking the language (Rabab’ah, 2005), and 

often end up fumbling when speaking and constructing sentences in the classroom 

environment and in public (Rabab’ah, 2005). This situation has raised many concerns 

among researchers and scholars about the best way to address this problem (Rabab’ah, 

2005; McMullen, 2009; Hua & Nor, 2012; Alhaysony, 2012; Bukhary & Bahanshal, 

2013). Several researchers have undertaken studies to explore the root cause of the 

problem and to identify the the factors that enhance or hinder the learning of English in 

Saudi Arabia (McMullen, 2009; Rabab’ah, 2005). 

Since English is the international language of commerce, it is extremely important 

for Saudi Arabian students to learn English effectively in order to be able to occupy 
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high-level employment positions, and to participate in the economic life and 

development of the Kingdom. However, existing ESL research findings appear to be 

unsuitable for informing the instruction of English in Saudi Arabia, since English serves 

not as a second language, but as a foreign language in this country. Therefore, more 

research on the EFL learning strategies that Saudi students encounter, as well as their 

involvement in certain EFL learning behaviours, depending on specific personal and 

socio-demographic variables, seems necessary in order to provide more empirical 

evidence for EFL research in this country.  

1.5 Scope of the Study  

The scope of the research in the present study is to investigate the ways in which a 

group of Saudi Arabian EFL learners employ language learning strategies. The research 

uses Oxford’s strategy inventory of language learning to uncover certain patterns, and 

to investigate them further according to language proficiency, gender and cultural 

background. The present study aims to encompass a mixed-method research approach 

to gain both quantitative and qualitative answers to the research questions. Overall, the 

study is planned as a quantitative inquiry, since the hypothesis is focused on the 

differences among EFL learners according to the estimated variables. In addition, the 

study aims through qualitative research to achieve additional understanding of the 

pattern of EFL learning strategies among Saudi learners, since they may offer a very 

valuable insight into the perceptions and attitudes of Saudi EFL learners regarding their 

English language learning process. This is likely to aid the promotion of effective EFL 

learning strategies in Saudi Arabia, and will also inform the EFL research on a broader 

scale. In particular, the research will have the objectives mentioned in the next section. 
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1.6 Objectives of the Study 

The main objectives of this research are as follows: 

1. To identify the language learning strategies used by a group of Saudi Arabian 

EFL learners using Oxford’s strategy inventory of language learning.  

2. To identify the relationship between language learning strategy use and 

language proficiency level. 

3. To investigate the similarities and differences between male and female 

learners in the use of language learning strategies. 

4. To determine how cultural background affects language learning strategy use 

in language learning, not in a cross-cultural context, but through establishing 

connections between the Saudi culture and LLSs for students. 

5. To obtain additional insights from learners statements about their strategy 

use. 

 

1.7 Significance of the Study  

The present study possesses both theoretical and practical significance because it 

represents one of the initial endeavours to tap the EFL learning process in Saudi Arabia. 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is the environment in which English is not spoken on a 

daily basis, so English is a foreign language in this country. However, proficiency in 

English is an essential skill for future Saudi employees in the quickly developing 

economy, and in the intensifying climate of international business cooperation. 

Moreover, English is the language of technology, and it is very necessary for modern 

Saudi students to gain proficiency in English to secure a highly paid job, and to become 

highly valued and appreciated as employees. Despite the fact that there is an extant 

body of research on the EFL learning process among Arabic-speaking students, Saudi 

Arabia is a country that has mostly been neglected by researchers so far, and so there is 
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little knowledge of the Saudi learners’ specific patterns and peculiarities of EFL 

acquisition.  

Taking this evidence into account, one has to note that the present study can be 

considered one of the pioneering studies, aiming to delineate the specific EFL patterns 

of Saudi learners, and to identify the difference in the EFL learning process according 

to language proficiency, gender and the cultural background of students. It represents an 

initial scholarly effort that cannot be generalized broadly, but it is likely to give at least 

a preliminary insight into how Saudi students employ various learning strategies, and 

how the system of EFL studies can be better organized to fit the needs of students in 

Saudi Arabia. Moreover, the use of the Strategy Inventory of Language Learning 

(SILL) is likely to give an overview of the ways in which the learning process is seen 

by the Saudi students, something which may help educators to incorporate the EFL 

learning strategies most convenient and desirable for this group of students.  

This study is expected to contribute to the field of learning English as a foreign 

language (EFL). Saudi Arabian EFL learners may find this study useful in their efforts 

to improve their own learning strategies. By doing so, learners will become more aware 

of their learning methods and hence will become more independent and aware of their 

learning behaviours (Bukhary & Bahanshal, 2013). It is also expected that curriculum 

developers, researchers, and teachers of EFL will find this study helpful in their efforts 

to improve classroom methodology and curriculum development to suit learners in 

Saudi Arabia.  

EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia work in a challenging environment because English 

is not widely spoken outside the classroom (Al-Homoud & Schmitt, 2009; Alhaysony, 

2012). This study is based on the understanding that it will help in improving the use of 

English by learners outside the classroom as a way of improving their overall mastery 

of English. It will provide guidelines and measures which will harness learners’ beliefs 
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and attitudes towards English, and hence, may improve the learning process. In 

addition, it may prvide insight to curriculum developers in developing curricula that 

best meet the needs of Saudi EFL learners. The study will focus on the reasons behind 

the adoption of certain strategies in learning, in addition to suggesting why Saudi EFL 

learners neglect certain strategies. The study will further look at how culture, gender, 

and beliefs influence the nature of the learning strategies adopted by learners in Saudi 

Arabia. Therefore, it may also throw additional light on the social context of the 

classroom environment in Saudi Arabia. 

The government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has spent millions of dollars to 

ensure that free education is a fundamental right for everyone, regardless of their 

financial situation (Bukhary & Bahanshal, 2013; Alhaysony, 2012). An investigation of 

the learning strategies used by Saudi EFL learners will help in developing effective 

learning approaches (Alhaysony, 2012). Effective strategies will likely improve the 

learning outcomes in EFL classes (Al-Kharrat, 2000; Carlo, et al., 2004). The 

information gathered in this study will go a long way towards providing 

recommendations for improving learning conditions and teaching pedagogy in Saudi 

Arabia. To address the current problems facing the learning of EFL in Saudi Arabia 

effectively, research is needed to identify the major causes of the problems. The 

research will also determine whether the strategies put in place are providing solutions 

accordingly. It will be important to monitor the progress of the EFL learners as they 

move up the grades in the Saudi Arabian education system (Bukhary & Bahanshal, 

2013). There is a significant difference between the current level of mastery of English 

among Saudi learners in college and that expected of college students (Bukhary & 

Bahanshal, 2013). The Saudi students who undertake the Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL) generally score lower than students from other Middle East 

countries (Bukhary & Bahanshal, 2013). The findings of this research are expected to 



 12 

provide insights and baseline information for the Ministry of Education and the 

Ministry of Higher Education in Saudi Arabia and Saudi learning institutions. It is 

expected that other researchers interested in the language learning strategies used by 

Saudi EFL learners will find this study useful as a baseline or as the foundation for 

more research in this area in Saudi Arabia or other countries. The study will provide 

empirical data that can be useful in comparing the language learning strategies adopted 

in Saudi Arabia with other countries.  

In addition, this study will be pioneering because it will examine both male and 

female learners. The education system in Saudi Arabia is based on gender separation. 

Male learners study in separate universities from female students. As a result, it is 

almost impossible for a female researcher to conduct research in a male university in 

Saudi Arabia. Nonetheless, the current researcher managed to obtain the required 

approval to collect data from both male and female learners. As a result, this study will 

be the first to provide empirical data about both male and female Saudi Arabian EFL 

learners, and it will make an original contribution to the growing research into language 

learning strategies used by EFL learners.  

This study will also offer significant insight for curriculum developers as well as 

teachers in developing strategies for teaching English as a foreign language in Saudi 

Arabia and other countries. The study will expose the problems and challenges facing 

learners in Saudi Arabia, and will allow for relevant decision makers to address these 

challenges in the due course. Addressing the language learning strategies used by Saudi 

EFL learners will not only help them succeed in their academic work, but also in their 

future professional involvement. Examining these strategies will also help to raise the 

Saudi EFL learners’ meta-cognitive awareness of useful language learning strategies. 
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1.8 Definitions of Key Terms 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL): the study of English in a non-native 

English speaking country. In Richards et al. (1992, pp.123-124), EFL refers to “the role 

of English in countries where it is taught as a subject in schools but not used as medium 

of instruction in education nor as a language of communication (e.g. government, 

business, industry) within the country”. By this definition, English is taught in Saudi 

Arabia as a foreign language. 

English as a Second Language (ESL): the study of English in a native English 

speaking country. ESL refers to “the role of English for immigrant and other minority 

groups in English-speaking countries that use English at school and work” (Richards et 

al., 1992, p. 124).  

Language Learning Strategies (LLS): while a variety of definitions of language 

learning strategies have been suggested, this thesis will use the definition first suggested 

by Oxford (1990) who saw them as “steps taken by students to enhance their own 

language learning”. According to Oxford, these strategies are “specific methods or 

techniques consciously used by individual learners to facilitate the comprehension, 

retention, retrieval and application of information for language learning and 

acquisition” (Oxford, 1990). 

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL), version 7.0: a 50 item 

questionnaire designed by Oxford (1990) to examine language learning strategy use of 

ESL and EFL students. It is divided into six categories (mentioned below). 

Strategy categories as defined by Oxford (1990) and used in the SILL:  

Memory strategies: memory strategies (items 1 to 9 on the SILL) help with the 

storage and retrieval of new information. Examples include using sounds and mental 

pictures in association with new information. Another example is using flashcards. 
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Cognitive strategies: cognitive strategies (items 10 to 23 on the SILL) are 

techniques involving transformation, direct analysis or synthesis of the language. 

Examples include reasoning, translating, analysing and practicing functions in natural 

situations. 

Compensation strategies: compensation strategies (items 24 to 29 on the SILL) 

allow learners to fill in gaps of information by predicting from context, using gestures, 

native language use and using descriptions. 

Metacognitive strategies: metacognitive strategies (items 30 to 38 on the SILL) 

include establishing goals and objectives, self-monitoring, evaluation of progress, 

planning how and when to learn. 

Affective strategies: affective strategies (items 39 to 44 on the SILL) are actions 

that enable the learner to maintain stable attitudes, emotions and motivations helpful for 

consistent language learning. Examples include self-encouragement and talking with 

others. 

Social strategies: social strategies (items 45 to 50 on the SILL) include interacting 

with others in various social environments. 

1.9 Structure of the Study 

This thesis will be organized into six chapters, including this introductory chapter. 

The first chapter contains the introduction setting the context of research, providing its 

background and formulating the problem statements. The research questions and 

hypotheses, as well as the significance of the study for the overall EFL research field, 

are also included in the first chapter. This chapter also provides clarification of 

operational definitions, of the nature and scope of the study, and the aims and objectives 

of the study.  

A comprehensive literature review will follow the first chapter. In addition, in the 

second chapter, the conceptual framework guiding the research will be discussed, and a 
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summary of the relevant theoretical and empirical literature will be provided. The 

literature review section is aimed at providing a comprehensive insight into previous 

research conducted in this field, delineating the context of this research, gaps in existing 

EFL research, and the place of the present study in the overall theoretical framework of 

foreign language acquisition.  

The third chapter will clarify the methodological considerations and procedures 

involved in the research process. The research design, research method, and research 

instruments used in the study will be discussed in detail in the third chapter. It will also 

include a rationale for choosing the SILL inventory, the semi-structured interviews, and 

the background questionnaires as the tools of the research design. The data collection 

and analysis procedures will also be delineated, and the ethical considerations and 

limitations of the chosen research design will be discussed. Also, the chapter will 

include information on the population and sampling used for the study.  

The fourth chapter will present the results of the study. The results of the SILL 

and background questionnaires will be presented and analysed quantitatively with the 

purpose of finding trends linking language proficiency and gender. The qualitative 

insights of students and effects of cultural background into the EFL learning process 

will also be discussed, with data for these findings elicited from semi-structured 

interviews in which the respondents will be asked to share their attitudes, perceptions, 

and ideas about the EFL study they are undergoing.  

The fifth chapter will present a discussion of the findings with proper relevance to 

the prior theoretical research. The findings will be related to the previous studies on the 

same subject, with the comparison and contrast of findings with those of other 

researchers. The implications of the research findings will also be properly revealed in 

regard to the theoretical and empirical research in the field of foreign language 

acquisition.  
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The final, sixth chapter will be dedicated to the conclusions elicited from the 

present research and will also contain recommendations for further research. The 

conclusions section will be dedicated to the summary of findings and the identification 

of the research progress that could be achieved by means of conducting this research. 

The recommendations section will be dedicated to the delineation of further directions 

of research in this field, and to the demarcation of gaps still remaining in the field.  

1.10 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has introduced the topic of this research which aims to explore the 

language learning strategies used by a group of Saudi Arabian students learning English 

as a foreign language. The chapter introduced the study through exploring existing 

literature with the aim of identifying language learning strategies used by EFL learners 

in Saudi Arabia. The main aim of considering these studies was to obtain a sure 

foundation on which to base research, and to identify the gap as far as language learning 

strategies used by Saudi Arabian EFL learners are concerned.  

This chapter has also introduced the rationale for this study in order to justify why 

this study is important. To do this, this section examined the work of other researchers 

in order to evaluate their contribution to the topic of the research, and to identify gaps in 

existing research in order to justify the reason for undertaking this research. The section 

revealed that little research has been carried out to address the effectiveness of these 

strategies among the EFL learners in Saudi Arabia. 

The chapter also sought to address the research questions of this study. The 

research questions posed in this study were: What is the general pattern of language 

learning strategy use among Saudi Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall 

strategy use and the six categories of the strategies, as presented in the Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning? Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to 

language proficiency? Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to gender? In 
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addition, how does cultural background affect language learning strategy use? And what 

additional insights can be gained from students’ own statements about their strategy 

use? 

The relevance of this study was identified as being of help in identifying the 

learning strategies used by Saudi Arabian learners and trying to look at ways to improve 

their effectiveness at promoting the study of EFL. It is foreseen that greater proficiency 

in English among Saudis will create a sustainable and competitive workforce that will 

lead the country to a new level of international cooperation in business and commerce. 

Since English is the international language of commerce, it is extremely important for 

the students in Saudi Arabia to learn English effectively so that they are able to occupy 

high-level employment positions, and to participate in the economic life and 

development of the Kingdom. 

One of the significant aspects of the study is adding to the existing knowledge 

base of language learning strategies. Another significance of the study is to delineate the 

specific EFL patterns of Saudi learners and to identify the difference in EFL learning 

process according to the language proficiency and the gender of the students. This study 

is also significant in offering insights for curriculum developers as well as teachers in 

developing strategies for teaching English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia and 

other countries. 

The chapter concluded by offering a definition of key terms and abbreviations 

used in the dissertation. Also included is a structure of the study, setting out the 

organization of the study from the introduction to the conclusion. Having established 

the background of this study, the next chapter will present a review of the literature 

related to this topic of research, which is language learning strategies used by a group of 

Saudi Arabian EFL learners.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The present chapter presents a detailed literature review of prior research in the 

field of EFL learning. The beginning section of the chapter is dedicated to setting the 

theoretical foundation for this research in the form of an overview of learning theories 

and second language acquisition (SLA). The chapter also contains an overview of 

language learning strategies, their definitions and discussion of their functions in SLA; 

different classifications of language learning strategies, and the most popular 

classification, that of Oxford (1990). The recent findings of LLS-related research are 

also discussed in this chapter: factors affecting LLS choice such as linguistic 

proficiency, gender, and cultural background are discussed in detail. The existing 

literature on English learning in Saudi Arabia is also discussed. The chapter ends with a 

short overview of review findings which forms the basis for further sections of this 

dissertation.  

2.2 Learning Theories and the SLA Framework 

2.2.1 Overview of the Learning Process  

The process of learning has been perplexing to theorists and practitioners for a 

long time, since individuals are envisioned as products of their environments, and their 

learning is usually represented in the form of imitating experiences to which they are 

exposed (Taylor, 2003). According to Pritchard (2013), learning tends to occur naturally 

and goes unnoticed in many cases. Therefore, in the majority of cases, learners follow a 

normal pattern of learning and gradually become more skilled and knowledgeable. 

However, there are also a number of learning theories explicating the internal dynamics 

of learning processes and showing the mechanisms through which they can give rise to 

more effective learning and advancement in knowledge.  
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The concept of learning is quite broad, and it is not limited to the educational 

domain alone. As noted by Pritchard (2013), learning may be defined in a number of 

ways such as “a change in behaviour as a result of experience or practice”, the process 

of “acquisition of knowledge”, “knowledge gained through study”, “a process by which 

behaviour is changed, shaped, or controlled”, and as an “individual process of 

constructing understanding based on experience from a wide range of sources” (p. 1). 

The focused study of learning was initiated at the end of the 19
th

 century, resulting in 

the emergence of a number of theories and understandings of learning (Illeris, 2008). 

However, despite the variety in approaches to studying and explaining learning, the 

main condition acknowledged by all researchers without exception is the existence of 

two processes: an external process of interaction between learners and their social, 

cultural and material environments, and the internal psychological process of 

elaboration and knowledge acquisition (Illeris, 2008).  

The learning process is a multi-dimensional, complex endeavour with many 

different aspects shaping it and determining its outcomes. As noted by Taylor and 

MacKenney (2008), the most basic contributors to the learning process are physical 

aspects such as vision and hearing. The process itself encompasses a number of 

components such as the acquisition of new habits, attitudes, perceptions, preferences, 

interests, and social skills. The learning process is also accompanied by various 

biopsychological changes of a chemical, electrical, biological and neurological nature. 

Therefore, taking into account the complexity of learning as a phenomenon and the 

variety of views regarding it, there is a need to consider existing learning theories 

explaining learning. The next section will discuss a brief overview of the most dominant 

learning theories of the last century.  
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2.2.2 Language Learning Theories  

Learning and language acquisition are sophisticated processes, and many 

scholars attempt to explain them with the help of various theories. One of the earliest 

theories examining language learning was behaviourism, which suggested that the 

process of learning represented the formation of habit through stimuli from the 

environment (Freyberg, 2010). Such famous linguists and psychologists as Watson, 

Bloomberg, Skinner, and Lado believed that language instruction can be explained by 

the behaviourist rule “imitation and reinforcement” (Byram & Hu, 2013, p. 77), and 

expressed an opinion that repetition, inflection, replacement, completion and expansion 

are major activities practiced within teaching a foreign language (Freyberg, 2010).  

The behaviourist theory became extremely popular during World War II, when 

Bloomberg adapted it for military purposes (Freyberg, 2010). Later, the behaviouristic 

approach was applied to SLA, and this approach subsequently evolved into multiple 

smaller theories. The key methods of behaviourists consisted in drilling and repetition, 

as well as in positive feedback to encourage students (Byram & Hu, 2013). Although it 

flourished in the post-war period, behaviourism was widely applied, soon its popularity 

quickly declined because of the emergence of new theories and methods (Mitchell, 

Myles & Marsden, 2013). Scholars realized that the learning process cannot always be 

reduced to drilling and repetition, as it is not a habit that can be acquired through 

stimulus-control (Byram & Hu, 2013). Chomsky's theory of transformational grammar 

contributed to the final demise of behaviourism because it connected learning 

mechanisms with innate cognitive abilities, and not just with the psychological domain 

of human functioning (Bussmann, 2006).  

Constructivist theory, which replaced behaviourism in the 1970s, suggested that 

students’ participation and problem-solving are the basic factors in language learning 

(Jordan, 2004). Thus, while engaging in the process of studying and gaining experience, 
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learners construct their knowledge (Howe, 2003). Constructivist learning theory was 

suggested by Jean Piaget and was supported by Vygotsky, Dewey, and Bruner (Jordan, 

2004), who believed that learning is a collaborative, active, and individual process, 

radically different from “mindless behaviourism” (Osborn, 2002, p. 48). 

Constructivist learning theory seemed revolutionary when it first appeared 

because it suggested a completely new approach to teaching different subjects, 

including languages. Constructivists argued that students’ interest is the most important 

factor influencing their advancement (Howe, 2003). Moreover, scholars supporting this 

point of view emphasized that students need to have a certain amount of freedom to 

construct their own understanding of the subject (Jordan, 2004). Constructivist theory 

became extremely popular in application to L2 learning (Reagan, 2005), and it had a 

substantial impact on pedagogical methods in the EFL context (Jordan, 2004). 

However, both behaviourism and constructivism were gradually dropped in the 

study of mechanisms enacted in language learning, and cognitivism emerged as a more 

comprehensive theory explaining language acquisition. Therefore, this theory has been 

chosen as the guiding theory for this research. Cognitivism is the most modern language 

learning theory widely applied nowadays. This term became popular in the late 20
th

 

century and today denotes “the information processing view of human cognition” 

(Wallace, as cited in Atkinson, 2011, p. 3). The Sloan Foundation noted that cognitive 

science is concerned with “representational and computational capacities of the mind” 

and their functioning in the brain (as cited in Atkinson, 2011, p. 4). Leonard (2002) 

pointed out that cognitive processes in the human mind and cognitivism in general are 

similar to computer information processing. Moreover, the term ‘cognitivism’ can be 

explained in a broad sense as a rational thought guiding a person's life (Atkinson, 2011). 

Thus, based on these definitions, one can assume that contemporary cognitivism deals 

with the investigation of mental processes that are crucial in language acquisition.  
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The history of cognitivism started in 1967 with the works of Ulric Neisser, and 

evolved through the research studies of W. James, Bruner, Chomsky, Minsky and 

Gardner (Iandoli & Zollo, 2007). Uljens (2004) presented several main factors that 

helped cognitivism to develop in its modern form. First, cognitivists were greatly 

influenced by the formal logic of Russel, Frege and Whitehead. Second, Shannon and 

Weaver's theory of information and Broadbent theories of communication systems 

inspired scholars to turn their attention to computers (Uljens, 2004). Finally, the 

development of new technologies was believed to reveal the secrets of the nature of 

human cognition.  

For some period, cognitivists had to defend their views against the established 

approaches of behaviourism. Lefrancois (2011) explained why a new theory replaced 

behaviourism and what the differences between them were. According to this author, 

cognitivists were the first to shift from research with animals to revolutionary human 

research and to study such concepts as reading and learning (Lefrancois, 2011). Unlike 

behaviourism, which is focused on external mental states, cognitivism is concerned with 

mental processing schemes and the ways in which the brain receives and recalls 

information (Leonard, 2002). 

Furthermore, scholars in the 1970s were no longer interested in simple 

observable behaviour, but started to analyze higher mental functions. Thus, the aim of 

cognitive theory was to understand the principles of mental processes and the 

connection between input and output (Faust, 2011). Taking into consideration the facts 

mentioned above, researchers agreed that the cognitivist theory offered up-to-date and 

proper approaches to the explanation of learning, and for this reason, it was able to 

replace scientific observation and the strict measurement of behaviourists.    

The doctrine of cognitivism is built on a set of interrelated features and 

assumptions that represent the advantages of this approach for this particular study. 
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First, cognitivism presented a special approach to learning as a process. Atkinson 

(2011) suggested that cognitive theory is concerned with learning as abstract knowledge 

acquisition, which means that knowledge is an abstract concept that has meaning only 

when it is processed in a person’s mind. To put it simply, cognitivists believe that 

knowledge in its pure form can only be represented in the human brain (Atkinson, 

2011). Furthermore, cognitive theory presupposes that current information builds on 

previously gained knowledge and skills, which is particularly relevant for the field of 

second language acquisition SLA (Lefrançois, 2011). In other words, learners cannot be 

equal because each person has a particular set of experiences and background 

information. As a result, cognitivism theory suggests that people always learn different 

things in identical situations (Lefrançois, 2011). This idea opposes the behaviourist 

approach that views all learners as equal participants of the educational process. 

Second, one cannot analyze cognitivism without the concept of representations. 

According to cognitivists, representations consist of set of ideas and experiences gained 

in the external world (Atkinson, 2011). Marr (2010) explained that representation is a 

kind of symbol that reflects reality or mental process using this symbol. Bruner (as cited 

in McLeod, 2012) proposed that symbolic representation is a language-based concept 

that develops from the age of 7 years onwards. Moreover, Bruner believed that in 

general, representations are words, mathematic symbols, and other types of symbols 

stored in the human mind which can be manipulated and organized (as cited in 

Lefrancois, 2011).  

Scholars also pointed out that the main characteristic of cognitive theory is an 

assumption that the human brain is similar to a computer (Atkinson, 2011). Lefrançois 

(2011) explained this point, saying that a learner is like an information-processing 

organism who actively participates in the learning process. A person is capable of 

discovering information, interpreting it, and organising it in memory, which is similar to 
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information processing of computer technologies (Atkinson, 2011). Iandoli (2007, p. 

27) agreed with the comparison of brain with the computer, saying that "the mind is an 

active and selective processor of environmental situations", which is able to modify its 

own structures and models and compare them with the existing objective reality. 

Berlin (2010) also discussed the close connection between cognitivist ideas and 

computer technologies. According to this scholar, information processing clearly 

expresses the workings of the human mind from the cognitive point of view. Thus, 

Berlin (2010, p. 81) stated that language learning can be explained as “the gradual 

construction of knowledge or skills and the ensuing practice that will lead to automatic 

recall for processing second language.” One can conclude that the computational model 

of language learning lies at the heart of the cognitive approach to SLA. 

Leonard (2002) explained the application of the cognitive approach in practice. 

According to this author, the process of education has positive results only when a 

teacher is able to transmit information accurately. In other words, success is achieved 

when language learners have exactly the same mental picture of the topic and the 

discussed issues as their teacher does at the end of a lesson (Leonard, 2002). Moreover, 

scholars pointed out that children play active roles in this process of transmission and 

that interaction is the integral part of learning a language (Harr, 2012). Thus, Leonard 

(2002) concluded that cognitivism is concerned with the accurate depiction of 

information processing, and that both children and  teacher participate in this process.   

Cognitivists have developed special approaches and definitions of learning. 

According to Shuell (as cited in Uljens, 2004, 107), learning is an “active, constructive, 

and goal-oriented process that is dependent upon the mental activities of the learner.” 

Seel (2012) pointed out that cognitive learning is the change in knowledge that happens 

after acquisition of the new experience. Uljens (2004) noticed that learning from the 

cognitivist point of view is a restructuring activity accompanied by the interpretation of 
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facts and remembering new notions and concepts. In general, educators embracing the 

cognitive theory emphasize that learning is not a change in behaviour towards the 

environment, but a complex set of mental activities in memory. 

As mentioned above, cognitive theory is closely connected with the concept of 

learning in general, so one can assume that it is also applicable to second language 

learning. Studies of cognitive processes undoubtedly enriched the formation of the 

language acquisition model (Mitchell, Myles & Marsden, 2013). Scholars’ 

understanding of how language learners perceive information increased owing to 

Brown's study (Atkinson, 2011). This author found that on one hand, the frequency of 

forms in the input does not influence the order of the acquired forms. On the other hand, 

he noted that the semantic and grammatical complexity of language input defines the 

acquisition order (Hopkins, 2000). This study substantially influenced further research 

in the field of language acquisition. 

Brown and his colleagues were not the only scholars who tried to explain 

language learning with the use of cognitive theory. Chomsky’s research study also had a 

great impact on language acquisition methodology, although it was not concerned with 

learning in full measure (Atkinson, 2011). The most important achievement of 

Chomsky in terms of the discussed subject consisted in his explanation of why some 

linguistic units were acquired more easily than others. Moreover, the American linguist 

expressed an idea that all learning is based on a set of discrete rules (Harr, 2012). 

Chomsky’s approach to language learning from the cognitive point of view played a 

huge role in the formation of SLA theories applied nowadays. 

Cognitive processes constituting the core of L2 learning have always been a 

subject of interest for SLA researchers and practitioners (Pütz & Sicola, 2010). The 

systematic study of SLA began during the cognitive revolution. The manifesto of the 

field was suggested by Corder’s work The Significance of Learners’ Errors (as cited in 
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Atkinson, 2011). This research study is considered the first significant step towards the 

understanding of second language acquisition because Corder based his evidence on 

cognitive theory. The scholar underlined the fact that errors are crucial evidence of SLA 

that can help educators to construct an effective syllabus (Atkinson, 2011). In other 

words, Corder expressed the opinion that errors can tell much more about the process of 

learning than error-free language does.  

Dulay, Burt, Selinker and Krashen have also made a significant contribution to 

the theory of SLA based on the cognitive approach (Robinson, 2012). These authors 

found that children learned a second language primarily because they possessed the so-

called “innate programming” abilities (Atkinson, 2011, p. 12). Subsequent linguistic 

research considering second language acquisition suggested that learners master 

complex structures in stages. This opinion seems more realistic than the morpheme 

acquisition theory because it perceives the learning process as a long-term action. 

Later on, SLA theory from the cognitivist point of view continued to develop. 

Roger Andersen, for example, applied Slobin’s idea that children process the input 

similar to computers to his SLA research (Ortega, 2014). Psycholinguistic principles of 

VanPatten’s input processing theory also stem from cognitive theories. This linguist 

believed that learners perceive content words before anything else, and that they 

interpret certain language units first of all. Thus, VanPatten claimed that the aim of 

linguists is to find these preferences and eliminate their influence on a person’s 

perceptions (Ortega, 2014).  

Recent research studies focus on actual explanations of the cognitive principles 

applied in SLA. Usage-based emergentist theories are based on theories of Cognitive-

Functional linguistics and try to describe the development of linguistic knowledge with 

cognitive approaches to the learning process (Zyzik, 2009). Linguists working in this 

field assume that grammar learning is inductive and depends on experience (Ortega, 
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2014). Moreover, contemporary cognitivist-emergentist supporters claim that variability 

is a manifestation of development. Lastly, scholars agree that second language 

development is possible due to the interaction of multiple factors (Zyzik, 2009). 

SLA studies in the cognitivist area still influence the way modern linguistics 

evolves. Doughty and Long presented their most recent study conducted in 2013, which 

focuses on the goals and aims of SLA studies (as cited in Atkinson, 2011). This work is 

highly important because the authors attempted to unify all previous research and apply 

it to the current situation in the SLA research field. Simpson (2011) expressed the hope 

that SLA research will continue to involve cognitivist approaches to explain how 

language development proceeds. Moreover, with the fast development of new 

technologies, one can assume that the principles of SLA could soon be explained with 

the help of computer programs and brain scanning (Simpson, 2011). 

As the presented evidence suggests, cognitive theory is the one most applicable 

one to second language acquisition. It is especially useful in this research into the SLA 

students in Saudi Arabia because it states that learners cannot be equal in identical 

situations. Cognitivists claim that each SLA learner has a particular set of experiences 

and background information which results in different levels of achievement (Leonard, 

2002). The cognitive approach emphasizes the prominence of the individual, making 

certain issues such as the metalinguistic knowledge of the individual important. In 

addition, features such as the learner aptitude become vital in the determination of 

outcomes under this approach (Bacherman, 2007). Such assumptions created a strong 

basis for the analysis of LLSs and the impact of individual features such as age, gender, 

proficiency or cultural background on the language learning success. The cognitive 

approach to SLA helps in understanding the principles of language units’ acquisition 

and in analyzing why second language learners make certain mistakes. The cognitive 

learning theory offers an extremely useful technology that helps to divide information 
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into small pieces and present them in sequence, so that students perceive and process it 

in their long-term memory (Bacherman, 2007). Thus, one can suggest that cognitivism 

facilitates understanding of SLA and has great potential for development in this sphere 

of scientific knowledge. The fundamentals of second language acquisition in the overall 

framework of learning will be presented in the following subsection.   

2.2.3 Second Language Acquisition Framework  

In the past, language teaching relied heavily on linguistic theory and theories of 

learning. In the 1950s, contrastive analysis received as a pioneering approach to 

handling language teaching, through its examination of languages to determine problem 

areas in language learning (Gass & Selinker, 2001). Contrastive analysis between the 

grammars of a number of languages was a popular style of early SLA research, which 

further proved inadequate and outdated. Hence, a need for a new approach to SLA 

research emerged, and an evolution in L2 teaching occurred. There was no unified 

effort in evaluating the model of learning, and the majority of teachers simply rejected 

the methods of repetition, drills and memorization deemed ineffective, without studying 

SLA literature on automaticity and restructuring (Eckman, 1995). This evidence from 

problems arising in L2 teaching within the 20
th

 (and still persisting in the 21
st
) century 

shows the strategic need to consider the SLA framework, obtain enough information 

about its findings, and to apply those findings to SLA research and practice.  

To identify the SLA framework for the present study, one should develop an 

understanding of what SLA generally is. According to Gass and Selinker (2001), second 

language acquisition is the study of how second languages are learned, how learners 

create a new language system with only limited exposure to a second language, and 

what is learned within the second language learning process. SLA studies also reveal 

the ways in which individuals comprehend the rules of the second language and the 

reasons why some individuals do not achieve native-like proficiency in the second 
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language. SLA research is concerned with understanding whether the rules in the 

second language are similar to those of the first language, and whether there are patterns 

common to all learners, regardless of the native language and the language learned. 

Moreover, SLA shows whether rules created by second-language learners differ 

according to the context of use. Therefore, SLA research is based on the findings of 

linguists, psychologists, psycholinguists, sociologists, sociolinguists, discourse analysts, 

conversation analysts and educators (Gass & Selinker, 2001). 

According to Saville-Troike (2012), SLA “refers both to the study of individuals 

and groups who are learning a language subsequent to learning their first one as young 

children, and to the process of learning that language” (p. 2). Gass and Selinker (2001) 

provide a more comprehensive definition of SLA by pointing out that it “refers to the 

learning of a non-native language after the learning of the native language…By this 

term, we mean both the acquisition of a second language in a classroom situation, as 

well as in more ‘natural’ exposure situations” (p. 5). “Second language” is a cumulative 

term used to designate any additional language even in the case that it is the third or 

fourth language. Mitchell, Myles and Marsden (2013) defined the “second language” 

term as follows:  

for us, therefore, ‘second languages’ are any languages other than the learner’s 

‘native language’ or ‘mother tongue’. They encompass both languages of wider 

communication encountered within the local region or community (for example, 

at the workplace, or in the media), and truly foreign languages, which have no 

immediately local uses or speakers. They may indeed be the second language 

the learner is working with, in a literal sense…We believe that it is sensible to 

include ‘foreign’ languages under our more general term of ‘second’ languages, 

because we believe that the underlying learning processes are essentially the 
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same for more local and for more remote target languages, despite differing 

learning purposes and circumstances (pp. 1-2).  

In language research the second language is also called the “target language,” 

which implies that it is the language which constitutes the aim of learning. 

Behaviourists envision SLA as a process of overcoming the differences between the 

first and second language systems (Littlewoods, 1984).  

Towel and Hawkins (1994) enumerated five observable phenomena regarding 

SLA: transfer of properties of L1 grammar to L2 grammar; staged development in SLA; 

systematicity in the growth of L2 knowledge across learners; variability in learners’ 

intuitions; and production of L2 aspects; as well as the inability of L2 learners to 

achieve similar success to native speakers in certain areas of L2 grammar use. As for 

the use of grammatical properties, this is exemplified in the ability of interlocutors to 

make guesses about the native language of speakers when hearing them speak a second 

language. As for the stages of L2 acquisition, learners usually undergo an evolution 

from initial-stage grammars to the higher-order development of more complex 

structures. As for systematicity, Towell and Hawkins (1994) state that L2 learners from 

different L1 backgrounds develop linguistic knowledge in ways not directly attributable 

to their L1, but which reveal an identical order of L2 development. Variability in 

learners’ intuition relates to the mental grammar of L2 learners that allow more than one 

structural variant of a given construction where the target language has only one form.  

The process of SLA research and pedagogy has its own peculiarities and stages. 

For instance, Ellis (1994) pointed out a number of different approaches to the 

description of learner language, including the study of learners’ errors; developmental 

patterns; variability; and pragmatic features. Brown, Malmkjaer, and Williams (1996) 

and Jordan (2004) referred to the centrality of Chomsky’s research on performance and 

competence in understanding the SLA process and theory. Hence, the distinction 
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between performance and competence has become one of the widespread features of 

language research. According to Chomsky, these two phenomena are shared by all 

languages, and there is a need to distinguish between individuals’ language performance 

(what they say at any given moment) and their competence (what they know about 

language) (Jordan, 2004). Chomsky envisioned language as a complex, abstract system 

of rules, where the process of language acquisition was regarded as a creative aspect of 

language and the ability of people to produce speech appropriate to a situation, and to 

understand when other speakers perform the same. Chomsky also formulated the 

linguistic theory and defined it as  

primarily concerned with an ideal speaker-listener, in a completely 

homogeneous speech community who knows its language perfectly and is 

unaffected by such grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory limitations, 

distractions, shifts of attention and interest, and errors (random or characteristic) 

in applying his knowledge of language in actual performance (Chomsky, 1965, 

p. 3).  

In the context of this definition, one may infer that Chomsky meant the theory of syntax 

when speaking about linguistic theory, and that he ignored other aspects of language 

such as language variation and rhetoric. Hence, the present view represents an idealized 

version of an L2 learner, similar to the view adopted by many grammarians working 

almost exclusively on the theoretical plane of SLA research.  

Klein (1986) pointed out that in the case when the second language is learned 

before the acquisition of the first language is completed, the distinction between the two 

processes becomes blurred. Another complicating factor in this context occurs when a 

certain language is relearned after a period of time during which the language was not 

used. Another methodological issue regarding SLA research is marginal attention paid 
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to the language itself, with learners focusing on communication rather than linguistic 

content. Also, it is necessary to keep in mind that there are both similarities and 

distinctions between acquisition of the first and second language, implying the need to 

develop a uniform theory for both modes of LA (Klein, 1986).  

Finally, it is essential to discuss the variety of internal and external factors 

affecting the SLA process. As has been noted by a number of researchers, the process of 

second language acquisition is heavily affected by different individual and contextual 

characteristics, thus affecting the processes and outcomes of different studies into this 

process. Eckman (1995) delineated such factors as input, triggers, the mode of teaching, 

the learning context, extent of exposure to authentic materials, and the role attributed to 

the foreign language in immersion education. Philp, Oliver, and Mackey (2008) pointed 

out that the impact of age, personal character traits, language proficiency, and language 

learning strategies employed by learners are also meaningful contributors to the 

progress of SLA. Hence, some of these issues need to be considered in more detail to 

build a deeper understanding of the determinants of SLA outcomes.  

One of the most widely used approaches to analysing the impact of age on SLA is 

the maturational approach that claims that “observed age effects in second language 

acquisition are temporally aligned with maturation and therefore most likely due to 

biological changes affecting the human language acquisition capacity” (Philp et al., 

2008, p. 55). According to the maturational approach, neurobiological maturation exerts 

influence on the modular view of grammar and grammar acquisition. Philp et al. (2008) 

also resorted to the learner variety approach in studying different SLA outcomes, and 

found that this approach envisioned learners’ choices as determined by principles 

specific to language and communication. These choices assist L2 learners in successful 

communication, and they possess systematic features allowing them to accomplish their 

mature communicative needs by using simplified versions of their target language. 
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Hence, by employing the approaches discussed above, Philp et al. (2008) challenged the 

widespread opinion about significant impact of age on SLA outcomes, and showed that 

there are a number of additional variables determining them, and shaping the L2 

experiences of learners at various ages.  

Another widespread opinion which has found much support in theoretical and 

empirical literature on SLA is that each learner has a unique set of individual 

characteristics determining the ways in which he or she approaches learning both native 

and foreign languages. These characteristics shape the strategies employed for language 

acquisition, and they help in explaining and predicting the ways in which learners 

approach L2. With regard to the strategic importance of language learning strategies in 

L2 research, their discussion will be presented in the following section of this literature 

review.  

2.3 Language Learning Strategies  

2.3.1 Overview  

When it comes to defining language learning strategies, “different researchers use 

different terms and different concepts,” (Oxford and Crookall, 1989, p. 414). Therefore, 

there are a number of definitions for language learning strategies that have been used by 

key figures within the field of second and foreign language education. One of the 

earliest researchers in this field, Rubin (1975), provided a very broad definition of 

learning strategies as “the techniques or devices which a learner may use to acquire 

knowledge” (p. 43). Rubin (1987) later wrote that language learning strategies “are 

strategies which contribute to the development of the language system which the learner 

constructs”, and which she found to produce a direct impact on the learning outcomes 

(p. 22). She also suggested that language learning strategies may include “any set of 

operations, steps, plans, or routines used by the learner to facilitate the obtaining, 

storage, retrieval, and use of information” (1987, p. 19). On the other hand, Bialystok 
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(1978) argued that language learning strategies are an “optional means for exploiting 

available information to improve competence in a second language” (p. 71), which 

means that learners apply language learning strategies only to be more efficient 

learners, not to learn effectively or easily. 

Other definitions include that of Schemeck (1988), who stated that a strategy is 

“the implementation of a set of procedures (tactics) for accomplishing something” and 

learning strategy is “a sequence of procedures for accomplishing learning” (p. 5). 

Weinstein and Mayer (1986) defined learning strategies as “behaviours and thoughts 

that a learner engages in during learning and that are intended to influence the learner’s 

encoding process” (p. 315). Further, Rigney (1978) defined a learning strategy as a 

“cognitive strategy” which is “used to signify operations and procedures that the student 

may use to acquire, retain, and retrieve different kinds of knowledge and performance” 

(p. 165). 

In addition, Tarone (1983) defined a language strategy as “an attempt to develop 

linguistic and sociolinguistic competence in the target language — to incorporate these 

into one’s interlanguage competence” (p. 67). Richards, Platt, and Platt (1992) stated 

that learning strategies are “intentional behaviour and thoughts used by learners during 

learning so as to better help them understand, learn, or remember new information” (p. 

209). According to Stern (1992), the concept of learning strategies is dependent on the 

assumption that “learners consciously engage in activities to achieve certain goals, and 

learning strategies can be regarded as broadly conceived intentional directions and 

learning techniques” (p. 261). Cohen (1998) stressed that learning strategies are 

processes that are consciously selected by learners and that may result in action taken to 

enhance the learning or use of a second or foreign language through the storage, 

preservation, recall and application of information about the language. 
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Language learning strategies have also been discussed by Chamot (1987), 

O’Malley and Chamot (1990), and Oxford (1990). Chamot (1987) defined language 

learning strategies as “techniques, approaches, or deliberate actions that students take in 

order to facilitate the learning and recall of both linguistic and content area information” 

(p. 71). She suggested that some language learning strategies are noticeable, but some 

may not be observable. Similarly, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) viewed language 

learning strategies as “the special thoughts or behaviours of processing information that 

individuals use to help them comprehend, learn, or retain new information” (p. 1). They 

observed that strategies may be used intentionally, but they can also become habitual 

and mechanical with practice. Oxford (1990) claimed that “learning strategies are steps 

taken by students to enhance their own learning” (p. 1). She suggested a more specific 

definition of learning strategies as “specific actions taken by the learner to make 

learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and more 

transferable to new situations” (p. 8). She defined learning strategies as a combination 

of behaviours used by the learners to assist them in better learning, storing and 

recovering information. Oxford (1990) also considered learning strategies to consist of 

the particular tactics that an individual used to complete a learning task. 

Based on these definitions, a change over time can be noted: from the early focus 

on the product of language learning strategies (linguistic or sociolinguistic competence), 

to a greater emphasis on the processes and the characteristics of LLS. At the same time, 

it should be noted that defining language learning strategies remains no easy task, as 

Wenden and Rubin (1987) talk of “the elusive nature of the term” (p. 7). In addition, 

Ellis (1994) brings many problems to light when he describes the concept of strategy as 

“fuzzy” and “not easy to tie down” (p. 529). First, on the basis of a wide variety of 

definitions by many researchers, Ellis (1994) sees it as open to question whether 

learning strategies are recognized as behavioural, mental, or a combination of both. 
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Oxford (1989), on the other hand, appears to see them as basically behavioural, whereas 

Weinstein and Mayer (1986) describe them as both behavioural and mental.  

Tseng et al (2006, p.95) note that the concept of learning strategies suffers from 

definitional fuzziness, as the strategies cannot be definitely classified as behavioural, 

affective, or cognitive in nature. Specific emphasis in this literature includes criticism 

for the application of the SILL as it is applied in the quantification and categorization of 

strategy use (Oxford, 1990). In addition, there is a clear emphasis on the fact that there 

has not been any indication of direct results of success from the application of particular 

learning strategies. Due to this poor indication of direct outcomes, the exact nature of 

learning strategies that students apply is not important. The vital feature remains that the 

students exert personal effort in ensuring they improve their process of learning (Tseng 

et al., 2006). It is upon this foundation of thought that the authors introduce the concept 

of self-regulation and the consequent model. Self-regulation in the student applies in 

areas such as the control of commitment, satiation, metacognition, environment, and 

emotion (Tseng et al., 2006). The application of this theoretical framework may provide 

an alternative approach in assessing SLA, against the exclusive use of learning 

strategies. 

Another difficulty emphasized by Ellis (1994) is the nature of the behaviours 

classified as learning strategies. As stated by Stern (1992), there is a distinction between 

“strategies,” which are defined as approaches to learning, and “techniques,” which are 

observable forms of learning (e.g., involving specific grammar or vocabulary items). 

Other researchers, however, may refer to techniques as strategies and vice versa, thus 

further confusing terminology. Another issue raised by Ellis (1994) is whether learning 

strategies are to be considered as conscious and therefore intentional, or instead 

subconscious and unintentional. Most investigators in this area of research have not 

considered this issue, with the exception of Chamot (1987), who believes that learning 
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strategies are planned actions. The fourth problem mentioned by Ellis (1994) refers to 

whether learning strategies are viewed as having a direct or indirect impact on 

interlanguage development (interlanguage here means a dynamic system based on both 

a student’s mother tongue and L2 in which he or she is not yet proficient enough to use 

only L2, and substituting some words and phrases in L2 with his/her native language). 

To sum up, O’Malley et al. (1985) describe language learning strategies as 

follows: 

There is no consensus on what constitutes a learning strategy in second language 

learning or how these differ from other types of learner activities. Learning, 

teaching and communication strategies are often interlaced in discussions of 

language learning and are often applied to the same behaviour. Further, even 

within the group of activities most often referred to as learning strategies; there 

is considerable confusion about definitions of specific strategies and about the 

hierarchic relationship among strategies (p. 22).  

As one can see, although the concept of a learning strategy occupies a central 

place in educational research, and in second and foreign language acquisition research 

in particular, there is no general agreement on what a learning strategy is, or on the 

nature of its impact on the process of learning. Many researchers in the fields of 

ESL/EFL have developed their own classifications of learning strategies that mostly 

overlap and contradict each other. Thus, further research is needed to clarify the types 

of learning strategies elicited by linguists, and to understand the ways in which they 

may be applied to ensure an effective and fruitful process of EFL learning. 

Classification of learning strategies forms the basis for their understanding, so it will be 

discussed below.  
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2.3.2 Classification of Language Learning Strategies  

As indicated above, language learning strategies have been defined and classified 

by many scholars in the field. However, most of these attempts to classify language 

learning strategies reflect more or less the same categorizations of language learning 

strategies without any major changes. Below, Tarone’s (1980), O’Malley and Chamot’s 

(1990), and Oxford’s (1990) taxonomies of language learning strategies will be 

examined. These authors’ work in the field of LLS research has been fundamental for 

all subsequent studies, and their classifications are still regarded as the most valid and 

influential ones in SLA research. 

In earlier studies on language learning strategies, some strategies other than 

learning strategies were seen as being applicable to second language learning. For 

example, Tarone (1980, p. 419) suggested two kinds of strategies: the “strategy of 

language use” and the “language learning strategy.” Within the “strategy of language 

use”, she identified two types of strategies: communication strategies and production 

strategies. Tarone (1980) defined communication strategy as “a mutual attempt of two 

interlocutors to agree on a meaning in situations where requisite meaning structures do 

not seem to be shared” (p. 419). The language learning strategy she defined as “an 

attempt to develop linguistic and sociolinguistic competence in the target language” (p. 

419). Although her division between strategies makes sense as a classification method, 

in practice it is difficult to distinguish the two. Therefore, Tarone’s (1980) classification 

is well-explained with a sound classification of LLS, which draws on the learner’s 

purpose in using strategies. Sometimes, however, a learner has more than one purpose 

in using strategies, and, in such a case, it is very difficult to delineate these strategies. 

In 1990, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) proposed a new method of classification. 

They employed Anderson’s (1983) cognitive theory, which discussed how learners 

processed new information. Consequently, they classified strategies according to the 
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level of processing information into three main subcategories: metacognitive strategies, 

cognitive strategies and socio-affective strategies. Metacognitive here describes 

executive function strategies that require planning for learning, thinking about the 

learning process as it is taking place, monitoring of one’s production or comprehension, 

and evaluating learning after an activity is completed. Cognitive strategies are limited to 

more specific learning tasks involving more direct management of the learning material 

itself.  

Socio-affective strategies relate to facilitating interaction with others. Within 

these strategies, O’Malley et al. (1985) list twenty-six subtypes of strategy: nine for 

metacognitive, sixteen for cognitive, and one for socio-affective. A later classification 

by O’Malley and Chamot (1990) treats the learning strategies as the most basic and 

general ones, amending Tarone’s (1980) classification by including all strategies, 

metacognitive, cognitive, and socio-affective, within learning strategies. In other words, 

each strategy has its own method of information processing. Consequently, this 

classification system is clearer than Tarone’s (1980) classification system. However, the 

classification that has gained the most popularity and is the most commonly used one in 

SLA research and practice is that of Rebecca Oxford (1990). A detailed overview of her 

classification is presented in the next section.  

2.3.3 Oxford’s (1990) LLS Classification  

Since the late 1980s, Oxford (1990) has expanded the classification system 

designed by O’Malley et al. (1985). According to Wakamoto (2009), Oxford’s 

contribution to the study of language learning strategies is enormous, since the six-

scheme strategy classification system she proposed, and the strategy questionnaire she 

developed, is used globally up to the present years. Oxford first distinguishes between 

direct LLSs, “which directly involve the subject matter,” and indirect LLSs, which “do 

not directly involve the subject matter itself, but are essential to language learning 
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nonetheless” (1990, p. 71). Each of these broad kinds of LLS is then further divided into 

LLS groups. Oxford outlines three main types of direct LLS: memory strategies, 

cognitive strategies and compensation strategies. Memory strategies “aid in entering 

information into long-term memory and retrieving information when needed for 

communication.” Cognitive LLS “are used for forming and revising internal mental 

models and receiving and producing messages in the target language.” Compensation 

strategies “are needed to overcome any gaps in knowledge of the language” (Oxford, 

1990, p. 71).  

Oxford (1990) also describes three types of indirect LLS: metacognitive 

strategies, affective strategies and social strategies. Metacognitive strategies “help 

learners exercise ‘executive control’ through planning, arranging, focusing, and 

evaluating their own learning.” Affective LLS “enable learners to control feelings, 

motivations, and attitudes related to language learning.” Finally, social strategies 

“facilitate interaction with others, often in a discourse situation” (Oxford, 1990, p. 71). 

These six categories which underlie the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning 

(SILL) are used by Oxford (1990) and later scholars for a great deal of research in the 

learning strategy field. In addition, Oxford’s model outlines a comprehensive, multi-

levelled, and theoretically well-conceived taxonomy of language learning strategies. For 

these reasons, the classification of language learning strategies in this study will be 

based on Oxford’s (1990) classification system.  

The SILL inventory created by Oxford originally served as a tool for improving 

foreign language learning for the Department of Defence and other governmental 

institutions. The initial version of SILL consisted of 121 strategies, which was rather 

lengthy and inconvenient, so the strategies were further revised to constitute first 80, 

and then 50 items, in the 7
th

 final version of SILL. SILL has thus become the 

embodiment of Oxford’s language learning theory, that is, the division of language 
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learning strategies into direct and indirect ones (Flemens, 2009). According to Ellis 

(1994), Oxford’s theory of language learning strategies has been developed on the basis 

of earlier classifications with the aim of producing a taxonomy that would include 

virtually every strategy previously mentioned in SLA research. The main guiding 

principle of Oxford’s classification is considered to be the level of strategies’ 

involvement with the target language rather than their contribution to the language 

learning process.  

Initially, SILL was used in North America with foreign language learners by 

Ehrman and Oxford (1989), while in the Asia Pacific region the use of SILL was 

popularized by researchers such as Yang (1999), Hsiao and Oxford (2002), Griffiths 

(2003), and others (Fazeli, 2012). At present, there are two versions of SILL available 

for researchers: version 5.1 consists of 80 items, while version 7.0 includes 50 items. 

Numerous SLA studies using SILL have resulted in the instrument achieving a high 

level of validity, and factor analysis of SILL has also been confirmed by prior research. 

Empirical research has revealed a moderate level of intercorrelation between the items 

of SILL, thus creating scientific evidence for SILL’s ability to facilitate more in-depth 

understanding of language learning strategies (Fazeli, 2012).  

SILL is at present considered a standard measure of SLA research, being used in 

both descriptive and empirical studies. Recent research on language learning strategies 

using SILL shows how much strategy use correlates with various variables such as 

gender, learning style, proficiency levels of learners, tasks and culture. The benefit of 

SILL, as noted by Fazeli (2012), lies in its enabling an easy comparison between 

studies, assisting researchers in concluding whether or not their results are consistent 

with prior research findings. The use of SILL may have strong pedagogical 

implications, which makes this instrument beneficial for use in SLA research.  
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Interestingly, Oxford was one of the first to introduce and extensively use the 

term “language learning strategies” in SLA research. In this context, language learning 

strategies were defined as techniques used by students to improve their learning. In 

Oxford’s study, language learning strategies were characterized as naturalistic practices 

facilitating the acquisition of language skills, including guessing and memory strategies 

that have also been shown to be useful in the language learning process (Flemens, 

2009). These strategies are commonly understood as being operations used by learners 

for assistance in the acquisition, storage and retrieval of information relevant to the 

learning process.  

Oxford’s (1990, p. 17) taxonomy of language learning strategies can be 

summarised as follows: 

Table 2.1: Oxford’s Taxonomy of Language Learning Strategies (Oxford, 1990, 

p. 17) 

Direct Strategies Indirect Strategies  

Memory 

A. Creating mental linkages  

B. Applying images and sounds  

C. Reviewing well  

D. Employing action 

Cognitive 

A. Practising  

B. Receiving and sending messages 

strategies  

C. Analysing and reasoning  

D. Creating structure for input and output 

Compensation 

A. Guessing intelligently  

B. Overcoming limitations in speaking and 

writing 

Metacognitive 

A. Centring your learning  

B. Arranging and planning your learning  

C. Evaluating your learning 

 

Affective 

A. Lowering your anxiety  

B. Encouraging yourself  

C. Taking your emotional temperature 

 

Social 

A. Asking questions  

B. Cooperating with others  

C. Empathising with others 

 

Due to overlapping ideas and conflicting opinions, the process of establishing 

terminology, definitions and classification systems for language learning strategies is 

far from straightforward. Because of the lack of agreement on what counts as a feature 

of a language learning strategy, whatever term is used, and however it is be defined or 

classified, it will without doubt come into conflict with one or other of the opposite 
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terms, definitions, and classification systems. In her conclusion, Oxford (1990) 

acknowledges the following: 

There is no complete agreement on exactly what strategies are; how many 

strategies exist; how they should be defined, demarcated, and categorised; and 

whether it is—or ever will be—possible to create a real, scientifically validated 

hierarchy of strategies....Classification conflicts are inevitable. (p. 17).  

The major benefit of classification offered by Oxford (1990), in comparison with 

the previously used classification of O’Malley and Chamot, is the inclusion of memory 

and compensation strategies, which results in a classification which takes into account 

the overlapping character of learning strategies and communication strategies 

(Wakamoto, 2009). Purpura (1999) comments that Oxford’s (1990) taxonomy of 

language learning strategies is interesting for a number of reasons; first, it was the first 

classification to indicate the directionality of the learning process and the impact of 

strategies on learning. Moreover, Oxford’s (1990) classification presented strategies 

organized hierarchically into levels, and its appearance was comprehensive and 

impressive enough to be distinguished from other taxonomies of the time. However, 

Ellis (1994) pointed out a failure of Oxford’s (1990) classification to distinguish 

between strategies directed at learning the L2 and those directed at using it. One 

example is the inclusion of a compensation strategy into the learning strategy 

classification, which is wrong because it belongs to the language use strategies’ list – 

once students fail to learn certain L2 components well and cannot find appropriate 

words to express their ideas in L2, they have to compensate that absence of knowledge 

by phrases from their mother tongue. Hence, such a strategy may help two people to 

understand each other in the process of communication, but it does not advance L2 

learning in any way because the absent linguistic item is not learnt, but is only 
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substituted by the learner in the communicative act. The following subsections contain a 

more detailed overview of the direct and indirect strategies formulated by Oxford 

(1990).  

2.3.3.1 Direct Language Learning Strategies 

Direct strategies are of assistance to the learners because they help to store and 

recover information. These strategies help learners to generate language, even when 

there is a knowledge gap. They also help learners to understand and use the new 

language. Direct strategies are classified into the following: 

1) Memory strategies (including 9 items) are used for entering new information 

into memory storage and for retrieving it when needed for communication: e.g., 

grouping, representing sounds in memory, structured reviewing, using physical 

response. Memory strategies are based on simple principles, such as laying things out in 

order, making associations and reviewing. These principles are employed when a 

learner faces vocabulary learning challenges. The words and phrases can be associated 

with visual images that can be stored and retrieved for communication. Many learners 

make use of visual images, but some find it easy to connect words and phrases with 

sound, motion or touch.  

According to Samida (2005), the main advantage of memory strategies is that they 

are based on simple principles such as making associations, laying things out in a 

specific order, and reviewing the learned material. These types of strategies are the most 

efficient tools in learning the vocabulary in a foreign language. The use of memory 

strategies is also associated with the early stages of language learning, the beginning 

process of SLA. By using these strategies, learners manage to advance to a higher level 

of proficiency, while at more advanced stages of SLA, memory strategies are used less 

frequently. The present diminishing frequency of their use does not manifest refusal to 
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use memory strategies, but rather denotes a reduction in the learners’ awareness about 

using them.  

Examples of memory strategies used in SLA mentioned by Sung (2009) include 

using flash cards and grouping words with similar functions or form to help learners 

remember the newly learned vocabulary. Walker (2008) characterized memory 

strategies as mnemonics, and stated that this type of strategy is commonly used to help 

learners in the acquisition of knowledge about the vocabulary and grammar of the 

second language. Oxford (1990) gave some examples of memory strategies, noting the 

skills of storytellers who manage to keep long stories in mind by linking different parts 

of speech by association with different rooms of a house or temple, thus making a walk 

about that house from room to room in the process of story’s retrieval. Another memory 

strategy used in SLA is linking words to a certain tune, grouping, elaborating and 

putting new words into context. For instance, words denoting various food items can be 

grouped into categories of breakfast, lunch and dinner to simplify the process of 

remembering words for the learner.  

2) Cognitive strategies (14 items) are used for linking, analysing, and classifying 

new information with existing schemata. Cognitive strategies are responsible for deep 

processing, forming and revising internal mental models, and receiving and producing 

messages in the target language (e.g., repeating, getting the idea quickly, analysing, and 

taking notes). The target language is manipulated or distorted by repeating, analysing, 

or summarizing. 

As noted by Takac (2008), cognitive strategies are used to denote the mental steps 

and actions a learner employs for learning and problem solving during SLA. These 

strategies require direct analysis, transformation and synthesis from the learner 

regarding the materials being learnt. Cognitive processes such as processing a language 

in the human mind and mental processes related to the obtaining, storage and retrieval 
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of linguistic information also belong to this category. Mokhtari (2007) stated that 

cognitive strategies refer to the manipulation and transformation of learning materials 

such as practicing, receiving and sending messages, performing actions of analysis and 

reasoning, and creation of a certain structure for input and output.  

Walker (2008) pointed out that cognitive strategies are the most frequently used 

ones in the process of SLA. This category is varied and abundant, ranging from 

analysing expressions to summarizing and repeating received information. The 

cognitive type of strategies also relates to the concept of practicing that encompasses 

five distinct actions within the SLA process:  

1. Repeating, that is, saying or doing something over and over, listening to 

some linguistic material several times with further rehearsal; it may also 

involve imitation of the native speaker’s speech.  

2. Formally practicing with sounds and writing systems, that is, practicing the 

pronunciation of sounds, intonation, register and other elements of speech; 

however, this practice is not a naturalistic communicative practice; it may 

involve practising the new writing system of the target language.  

3. Recognizing and using formulas and patterns involving the awareness of, 

and the use of routine formulas (that is, single unanalysed units) and 

unanalysed patterns in the foreign language practices. 

4. Recombining, i.e., the combination of known elements in a variety of ways 

for production of new, longer sequences.  

5. Practicing naturalistically, that is, using the new language in natural, realistic 

settings such as a participation in a conversation, reading an authentic book 

or article, or writing letters (Walker, 2008, p. 48).  

 

Sung (2009) underlined that the major function of cognitive strategies is to help 

learners to understand and produce oral and written language in the foreign language, 
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and that the majority of L2 learners use cognitive strategies for skimming and locating 

the main idea of the text. Samida (2005) also added that adult learners frequently use 

such cognitive strategies as analysing and reasoning to understand meaning and 

expression of the target language. Moreover, cognitive strategies are the only effective 

means of producing new expressions in the target language. For instance, the example 

of learning words with the -ough spelling may be considered: such words as through, 

though, and trough all have this fragment, but sound different. Therefore, to learn them 

more quickly and effectively, learners can employ phonetic spelling for them such as 

throo, thow, tuff, etc. (Samida, 2005).  

3) Compensation strategies (6 items) include strategies such as guessing and using 

gestures. These strategies are needed to fill in any gaps in the knowledge of the 

language, such as switching to the mother tongue, using other clues, getting help, and 

using synonyms. Learners use compensation strategies for comprehension of the target 

language when they have insufficient knowledge of the target language. These 

strategies make up for their deficiencies in grammar and vocabulary. When learners do 

not know new words and expressions, they guess the meaning. A learner brings his or 

her own life experience to the interpretation of data by guessing. 

There are two types of compensation strategies in SLA delineated by Oxford 

(1990): guessing strategies and overcoming strategies. Guessing strategies include the 

use of linguistic clues such as more familiar elements of language or elements 

approximately similar to one’s native language. According to Walker (2008), such cases 

include the use of cognates for guessing the meaning of words. An additional guessing 

strategy involves the usage of numerous nonverbal cues such as watching the speaker’s 

gestures and expressions, and guessing the meaning of a linguistic message from them. 

Overcoming strategies include switching to one’s mother tongue in case of necessity, 

getting help, using mime and gesture, avoiding communication partly or totally, 
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selecting the topic, adjusting or approximating the message, coining new words, and 

using a circumlocution or synonyms for the expression of certain ideas in the target 

language (Walker, 2008).  

Therefore, one can assume that the prime goal of compensation strategies is to 

make up for an inadequate repertoire of grammar and vocabulary on the part of learners 

of a foreign language, thus allowing them to use additional linguistic clues, something 

which results in greater comprehension despite gaps in the language learnt (Sung, 

2009). Samida (2005) also added that compensation strategies are used by the learner 

through bringing his or her own life experience to interpret data by guessing, and that 

these strategies are frequently used in the production of grammatical knowledge in 

cases where the learner’s command of L2 grammar is incomplete.  

2.3.3.2 Indirect Language Learning Strategies 

Indirect language learning strategies work together with direct strategies by 

helping the learner to regulate the learning process. These strategies support and 

manage language learning without direct engagement and are, therefore, called indirect 

strategies. Indirect strategies are classified into the following: 

1) Metacognitive strategies (9 items) are techniques used for organizing, planning, 

focusing, and evaluating one’s own learning: e.g., linking new information with already 

known information, seeking practice opportunities, and self-monitoring. Oxford (1990) 

gave the following definition of metacognitive strategies: “actions which go beyond 

purely cognitive devices, and which provide a way for learners to coordinate their own 

learning process” (p. 136). The subcategories into which metacognitive strategies were 

divided include centring, arranging, planning and evaluating one’s learning, which 

helps learners to plan their language learning in an efficient way. Centring one’s 

learning is inseparably connected with adopting a focus on learning tasks such as 

attention to specific language-related details. Arrangement and planning of one’s 
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learning relates to the efficient organization of the study space, buying a dictionary, 

finding out the ways in which language is learnt. Evaluation of learning involves the 

learner’s conscious noticing of errors that he or she makes, and doing corrective work 

not to repeat those mistakes in future, as well as subsequent evaluation of progress on 

corrective work (Walker, 2008). When new vocabulary, rules and the writing system 

confuse the learner, these strategies become vital to successful language learning. 

In the opinion of Takac (2008), metacognitive strategies presuppose “planning of 

learning, setting the goals, thinking about the learning process, monitoring of 

performance and comprehension, as well as evaluation of results and the learning 

process” (p. 53). Metacognitive strategies, in correspondence with human 

metacognition, are known to operate at a substantially different level as compared to 

cognitive strategies; their unique distinction is in allowing the learners to look at their 

learning process from the outside. Thus, metacognitive strategies make a feasible 

contribution to increasing learners’ awareness of their own strategy use, their conscious 

control of their own strategy use, the regulation of its adequacy in various learning 

situations, and a conscious analysis of their own learning processes.  

Johnson (2013) also pointed out the exceptional value of metacognitive strategies 

in the process of SLA. According to the researcher, benefits delineated by O’Malley 

and Chamot (1990) include directed attention (the ability of the learner to decide 

beforehand to direct attention to a specific learning task, as well as to ignore irrelevant 

distractions mitigating the process of learning. This also involves maintenance of 

attention during task execution), self-management (the learner’s skill to understand and 

employ conditions helping him or her to successfully accomplish language tasks and 

arrange the presence of those conditions for more effective learning). It also involves 

conscious control over one’s linguistic performance to maximize the use of already 

known linguistic material, and problem identification (the skill of explicit identification 
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of central points needing resolution in a task to identify an aspect of the task potentially 

preventing its successful completion). Therefore, metacognitive strategies are generally 

very important in the SLA process because they contribute to academic success in 

general. Students with better metacognitive awareness are considered to have more 

control over their learning, greater understanding, and more effective storage of 

information, as well as being able to search for the best ways of practicing and 

reinforcing the linguistic material they have already learnt (Johnson, 2013).  

Metacognitive strategies in SLA are based on knowledge about the very process 

of language acquisition, that is, metacognitive data such as: person knowledge (i.e., 

general knowledge of learners about their learning including cognitive and affective 

factors facilitating and mitigating the learning process); task knowledge (i.e., 

knowledge about procedures involved in the task that needs to be accomplished for 

successful fulfilment of the task, including knowledge about the purpose of the task, the 

nature of the task, knowledge about the learning phases requiring deliberate learning 

and knowledge of task demands); and strategic knowledge (i.e., knowledge about 

strategies working best in certain SLA situations, about general approaches to language 

learning guiding learners in strategy selection, etc.) (Takac, 2008).  

Sung (2009) noted that the main function of metacognitive strategies is the 

organization of learning so that learners may coordinate their own learning process 

more easily. In this way, by employing metacognitive strategies, they set goals and 

identify purposes for the language tasks they set for themselves. Samida (2005) also 

added that metacognitive strategies become vital as soon as new vocabulary, new 

grammar rules, or a new writing system are confusing the learner. In such situations, 

metacognition contributes to effective SLA.  

The role of metacognitive strategies is usually confined to successful language 

learning, so their use is of considerable importance in SLA because such strategies help 
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learners to remain focused on their language learning process, and allow them to 

consciously control their learning progress (Takac, 2008). Moreover, the use of 

metacognitive strategies is intricately connected with the employment of the concept of 

strategic competence in SLA. Strategic competences are defined as “a set of 

metacognitive components, or strategies, which can be thought of as higher order 

executive processes that provide a cognitive management function in language use” 

(Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 70). It is also necessary to keep in mind that 

metacognitive strategies include the procedures of goal setting, assessment of SLA 

progress and planning, which differ from compensatory strategies in many linguistic 

aspects (Takac, 2008).  

2) Affective strategies (6 items) are used for handling feelings, attitudes and 

motivations: e.g., lowering anxiety by the use of music, encouraging oneself, and 

discussing feelings with others. Affective factors, such as emotion, attitude, motivation 

and values, influence learning in an important way. Three sets of strategies are included 

in this group: lowering anxiety, self encouragment, and taking own’s emotional 

temperature.  

According to Samida (2005), good language learners should possess an ability to 

control their attitudes and emotions about learning, which presupposes conscious 

comprehension of the disadvantageous effect of their negative feelings about the 

learning process. In this context, teachers can assist L2 learners in creating a favourable 

atmosphere for the generation of positive feelings in the class, which may be 

accomplished by means of giving students more responsibility for their studying 

process, increasing the amount of natural communication within the SLA process, and 

teaching effective language learning strategies for overall facilitation of the learning 

process.  
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Sung (2009) delineated such effective affective strategies as giving oneself a 

valuable, meaningful reward for successful SLA performance, and keeping a diary in 

which feelings regarding the SLA process may be recorded. Oxford’s (1990) research 

contains a more varied set of affective strategies that can be employed for increasing the 

effectiveness of a language learning process: using progressive relaxation, deep 

breathing, or meditation; using music, laughter, and making positive statements about 

the learning process; taking risks wisely; rewarding oneself for good performance; 

listening to one’s body; using a checklist for reasonable evaluation of performance; 

writing a language learning diary; and discussing one’s feelings with someone else (p. 

141). Walker (2008) admitted that the importance of affective language learning 

strategies is explained by the critical role played by an affective domain in the language 

learning field. The same opinion was shared by Takac (2008) who stated that affective 

strategies denote learners’ attempts to understand and control their own feelings, which 

are an essential component in relaxation and self-encouragement.  

Samida (2005) also added that the concept of anxiety possesses heterogeneous 

meanings in the context of SLA, and can be both a good and bad quality for the 

learners. Research indicates that a certain natural amount of anxiety is helpful for 

learners as it assists in reaching the optimal level of academic performance. However, 

excessive anxiety has an opposite effect on the learners because it potentially hinders 

the language learning process. The most common negative effect of anxiety on learners 

is the urge to perform well before their peers to impress the teacher, making them start 

before getting well-prepared (Samida, 2005). 

3) Social strategies (6 items) are used for facilitating interaction by asking 

questions and cooperating with others in the learning process: e.g., asking for 

clarification, cooperating with others, and developing cultural understanding. Social 

strategies are very important in learning a language, because language is used in 
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communication, and communication occurs between people. Three sets of strategies are 

included in this group: asking questions, cooperating with others, and empathizing with 

others. 

Social strategies are employed to increase cooperation between learners, and to 

intensify contact between the teacher and L2 students (Takac, 2008). Therefore, social 

strategies immerse learners into the environment where an SLA practice is possible 

without their direct participation. Walker (2008) added that taking into account that 

learning a language is generally a social process, L2 students should pay specific 

attention to asking native speakers to clarify meaning, slow down their rate of speech, 

and repeat words for enhancement of their language learning experience. Cooperation 

as a social strategy involves working together with other language learners to increase 

one’s understanding of L2. Empathizing with other people involves looking at the new 

culture through the eyes of native speakers, and trying to understand it from other 

people’s viewpoints, not only from the individual’s position in his or her own culture. 

Samida (2005) pointed out that among these social strategies, asking questions is the 

key SLA skill because it assists the learners in understanding the meaning of L2, and 

helps in conversation by generating a response from the partner, gaining an expression 

of interest and involvement.  

2.4 Language Learning Strategy Research 

2.4.1 Overview 

As Lee (2010) pointed out, people are not born with an ability to understand 

everything in the world surrounding them, but rather have to learn to comprehend their 

environment. The same occurs with language knowledge:  not every person understands 

every language, and linguistic comprehension is built up during a complex and time-

consuming process of language learning. Since the dawn of language learning research, 

investigators have noticed that some individuals tend to learn some linguistic aspects 
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more quickly and easily, while other struggle with language. Hence, the goal of 

linguistic research has been to reach an understanding of how learners achieve a certain 

level of L2 knowledge, what makes certain learners successful while making others fail, 

and what features give certain individuals an opportunity to learn language better than 

others (Lee, 2010).  

Having posed such questions, researchers have realized that answering them is 

possible by investigating L2 learners’ learning strategies (Lee, 2010). According to 

Oxford and Crookall (1989), learning strategies are steps taken by L2 learners to assist 

them in the acquisition, storage and retrieval of information. Learning strategies are also 

called learning-to-learn, and their main aim is to make learning more efficient and 

effective. The researchers pointed out that language learning strategies (LLSs) are 

useful in both formal, academic settings and in informal educational environments in 

which L2 learners are exposed to the foreign language. LLS research has gradually 

developed from simple lists of strategies to the more sophisticated investigation of 

strategy employment in various L2 learning settings (Oxford & Crookall, 1989). 

However, the major portion of LLS research has so far been concerned with studying 

classroom settings (Oxford & Crookall, 1989).  

However, since the 1970s and 1980s, research into LLS has continued, and 

following on from the first broad definition of LLS given by Rubin (1975), numerous 

researchers such as Ellis (1986; 1994), Tarone (1980), and Oxford (1990) have 

undertaken the task of defining LLS (Griffiths, 2004).  

The reason why learning strategies represent a very suitable way to understand 

SLA processes and outcomes lies in the fact that, learning strategies represent various 

operations used by learners to make sense of their learning. During the SLA process, 

students have at their disposal several resources for solving certain tasks, and so the 

choice and fitting use of those resources is regarded as a learning strategy. It is essential 
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to note that learning strategies are diverse and do not relate only to language learning. 

Lee (2010) emphasized that they are also exceptionally helpful in studying maths, 

chemistry and other subjects. By means of employing learning strategies, learners gain 

the ability to respond to a particular learning situation, and to manage their learning 

process accordingly (Lee, 2010).  

The roots of LLS research were identified in the 1960s by Hismanoglu (2000) 

noting that developments of cognitive psychology laid the basis for attention to LLSs. 

Together with the focus on successful language learners’ strategy use, researchers paid 

more attention to the classification of LLSs. One of the pioneering studies in the field 

was the work of Aaron Carter (1966) titled The Method of Inference in Foreign 

Language Study. It is considered to be the first attempt to research L2 learner strategies. 

Later on, LLS research intensified during the 1970s because the importance of LLS in 

language learning was more fully acknowledged. Researchers became focused on the 

mechanisms of information processing, strategy selection for understanding, learning, 

or remembering information during second or foreign language acquisition (Lee, 2010). 

LLS quickly acquired research significance after the pioneering works of Rubin (1975), 

Stern (1975), and Naiman et al. (1978), claiming that certain learners were more 

successful in SLA, although they were exposed to the same teaching methods and 

studied in an identical learning environment.  

The process of formulating LLSs started in 1978 with the fundamental research of 

Naiman et al. (1978), who stated that effective LLSs included active approaches to 

tasks, the realization of language as a system and as a means of communication and 

interaction, the management of affective demands, and monitoring of L2 performance. 

Following on from Naiman’s research, Rubin (1981) worked more intensely on the 

classification of LLSs and elicited a list of learning strategies directly affecting SLA: 

clarification/verification, monitoring, memorization, guessing and inductive 
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inferencing, deductive reasoning and practice. The researcher also stated that processes 

with an indirect impact on learning created opportunities for practice and informed 

production tricks (Oxford, 1994).  

Oxford (1994), analysing Rubin’s research on LLS, also mentioned that Rubin 

(1975) formulated the features of good learners as follows:  

 They are willing and accurate observers 

 They have a strong drive to communicate  

 They are often uninhibited  

 They are willing to make mistakes and learn from them  

 They tend to focus on form by looking for patterns and analysing  

 They take advantage of all practice opportunities  

 They monitor their speech and the speech of their interlocutors for mistakes  

 They pay particular attention to the meaning of produced language.  

 

Further LLS research confirmed some of the characteristics found by Rubin 

(1975), although the aspect of uninhibited learning was not confirmed by empirical 

research. Even more so, the majority of findings of L2 learning research showed that the 

overwhelming majority of learners are naturally inhibited because of a certain extent of 

language anxiety to which they are exposed. Therefore, they tend to combat their 

inhibition by using strategies of positive self-talk, extensive practicing in private, and 

putting themselves into linguistic situations in which their communicative participation 

is required (Oxford, 1994).  

Following the early LLS studies, more recent LLS research has focused on 

determining the connections between strategy use and language proficiency: examples 

of such work include Green and Oxford’s (1995) study, and that of Shamis (2003). The 

findings of these research endeavours have enabled the research community to see that 

proficient L2 learners used higher levels of LLS than unsuccessful learners did. Park 
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(1997) investigated the LLS-language proficiency connection in a sample of Korean 

university students and identified a linear relationship between these variables. A 

considerable body of research has verified the gender-LLS relationship (Ehrman & 

Oxford, 1989; Oxford, 1993) and learners’ cultural backgrounds (Bedell & Oxford, 

1996; Grainger, 1997). Moreover, Hong-Nam and Leavell (2006) conducted an 

empirical investigation of LLS in the intensive learning program to investigate students’ 

learning strategies, and showed that L2 learners used metacognitive and social strategies 

more frequently than any other strategy during their language learning, and controlled 

their planning, organizing, focusing and evaluating activities connected with SLA.  

At present, there are several distinct approaches to L2 learning recognized in the 

foreign language learning context, stemming from the understanding of how SLA 

occurs. As noted by Griffiths (2004), L2 teaching methods used in the 20
th

 century 

included the grammar-translation method (GTM), the audio-lingual method, and the 

communicative approach to L2 learning. GTM developed from the ancient approaches 

to language learning such as Latin and Greek study modes, it relies heavily on teaching 

grammar and practicing translation. The focus of this L2 method has traditionally been 

made on such activities as reading and writing, with almost complete neglect of 

speaking and listening. Vocabulary is taught in lists, with a high value attributed to the 

ability of L2 learners to construct correct and accurate sentences. Instruction is 

conducted in L1 to increase comprehension. Unfortunately, though GTM was extremely 

popular in the majority of ESL/EFL study settings in the first half of the 20
th

 century, it 

gave rise to much discontent in learners and left virtually no space for LLS use. 

Moreover, GTM left no space for the learner’s participation in his or her study process, 

and made no contribution to increasing learners’ awareness of the SLA (Griffiths, 

2004).  
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The audio-lingual method gained popularity as an alternative to the boring and 

ineffective GTM approach to L2 learning, and its benefit was in the focus on 

conversational proficiency of L2 learners. It was also called the “army method” because 

it was frequently used for urgent war-time demands, creating fluent speakers of 

German, Italian, Japanese, etc. Hence, linguists largely dissatisfied with the SLA 

outcomes offered by GMT adopted the audio-lingual approach to teaching L2 in the 

general classroom. The audio-lingual method focused on speaking and listening as the 

most basic language skills, and relied heavily on drills and repetitions following the 

behaviourist paradigm of stimulus, response and reinforcement. However, the audio-

lingual methods also proved counter-productive in terms of giving space for students’ 

individual contribution to the learning process, and student initiative was discouraged in 

it as well. Ultimately, it was recognized that the audio-lingual approach gave even less 

space for LLS use than GTM did (Griffiths, 2004).  

Anderson (2005) focused more narrowly on the role of LLS research in the 

context of methodologies, and noted that language teaching methodology is based on 

the assumption that an L2 teacher follows certain predefined steps in an effort to boost 

effective learning among students. From this perspective, learners are assumed to learn 

similarly, while the findings of Nunan (1991) and Oxford (1993) indicate the absence of 

a single, one-size-fits-all method for learning/teaching the L2. Hence, from the 

methodological viewpoint, the notion of LLS plays a central role in two approaches: 

Styles and Strategies-Based Instruction (SSBI) and the Cognitive Academic Language 

Learning Approach (CALLA) (Anderson, 2005). From the SSBI perspective, learning 

styles are placed at the centre of attention in L2 instruction, and the approach is 

essentially of a learner-centred nature. SSBI methodology assumes a direct link between 

learning styles and LLS, providing students with different learning styles with a set of 
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specifically suitable LLS. According to the CALLA approach, styles and strategy 

instruction is undertaken for further integration of strategy and style (Anderson, 2005).  

Oxford (1990) laid out a number of features attributed to LLSs: their contribution 

to the main goal – acquisition of communicative competence; their provision of more 

self-directed learning conditions for learners; and their expansion of the role of teachers. 

Other features included an LLS problem-oriented approach, requiring specific actions 

from learners, the involvement of many different abilities of the learner, not only their 

cognitive abilities, and support of both direct and indirect learning. Finally, LLSs are 

not always observable and conscious; they are flexible and can be taught; and their 

enactment in the process of SLA is influenced by many internal and external factors 

(Lee, 2010).  

At present, there is much support for the importance of LLSs in SLA: Hismanoglu 

(2000) even noted that LLSs possess indisputable significance for both learners and 

teachers. This way, learners use different LLSs during the performance of tasks and 

input processing, and LLSs serve as good indicators of learners’ approaches to tasks and 

problems encountered by them in the L2 learning process. Particularly helpful are 

metacognitive strategies whose use allows students to improve the organization of their 

learning time, as well as their self-monitoring, and self-evaluation. Socio-affective 

LLSs are considered beneficial because they enable students to ask native speakers for 

correction of errors without feeling shyness or anxiety, to ask classmates for 

collaboration on certain tasks, and to quickly search for the best solution of L2 

problems. Moreover, LLSs possess a powerful potential for developing and improving 

L2 learners’ communicative competence, which is a strategically significant SLA task.  

Much of LLS research has been dedicated to the identification of the ways in 

which second-language learners employ certain LLSs, and findings suggested that LLS 

selection, usually, occurs in an orchestrated manner (Oxford, 1994). To support these 
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claims, research by Oxford et al. (1993) and Thompson and Rubin (1993) suggested 

that appropriate LLS use results in improved proficiency and achievement of stronger 

knowledge in specific skill areas. Chamot and Kupper (1989) supported these findings 

by showing that successful language learners use strategies that work better with each 

other, and tailor their selection to specific language tasks. Moreover, good language 

learners are always able to explain what strategies they employed and why they have 

chosen to employ them (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990).  

Evidence in published LLS research is the repeated claim emphasizing the 

importance of LLSs within L2 learning and teaching. Thus, Lessard-Clouston (1997) 

pointed out that the communicative approach to language teaching dominant in 

ESL/EFL learning for the two or three decades is focused almost exclusively on 

developing the communicative competences of L2 learners, and that LLSs possess a 

strong potential for achieving that aim. In addition to developing communicative 

competences, LLS research finds that LLS contributes to L2 learners’ becoming better 

language learners, able to use an active task approach, and to monitor their own 

performance, and to understand good LLS selections depending on the linguistic 

situation.  

Standardized LLS assessment inventories have also received a significant amount 

of attention in the LLS research. As noted by Anderson (2005), the SILL inventory is 

the most common and frequently used inventory in LLS studies, with a high level of 

reliability and validity. According to Anderson, Oxford released a new task-based SILL 

version in 2005 for administration in conjunction with certain L2 tasks, which could 

assist L2 research significantly. Another LLS assessment inventory is the Survey of 

Reading Strategies (SORS) developed by Mokhtari and used in a number of studies for 

assessing metacognitive strategy use within the context of reading in a foreign 

language. Cohen and Chi also developed the Language Strategy Use Survey, while 
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Cohen and Oxford are developers of the Young Learners’ Language Strategy Use 

Survey (Anderson, 2005). Additionally, such tools as think-aloud protocols and 

reflective journals have also been regularly used in LLS studies.  

LLS research findings suggested that the role of learners in employing LLSs is not 

the only focus of this field of academic inquiry, with many scholars pointing to the 

strategic role of teachers in boosting, directing and improving student use of various 

LLSs during their L2 studies. Thus, for instance, in the opinion of Hismanoglu (2000), 

language teachers should aim at training their students in LLS use by first learning their 

interests, motivations and learning styles, and then tuning the LLS inventory to their 

specific needs and possibilities. This information can be collected by the teacher by 

observing students’ behaviour in class, providing thematic tests and questionnaires to 

students, and asking students to describe the language learning goals with which they 

have come to the L2 classroom. With the aim of improving LLS use skills in his/her 

classroom, the teacher should examine the learning materials available within the 

curriculum to identify the range of tasks suiting different LLSs, and should also 

reconsider his/her own teaching style so that it would not limit the use of certain LLSs 

for some students (Hismanoglu, 2000).  

Taking into account the pervasive impact of LLSs on SLA, Oxford (1994) 

suggested some recommendations for enhancing LLS knowledge among L2 learners 

through LLS training. These include tailoring training individually on the basis of 

students’ attitudes, beliefs, and stated needs, and selecting strategies for meshing with 

and supporting each other in accordance with the linguistic task and learners’ learning 

styles. Moreover, Oxford pointed out that LLS training should be integrated into 

ordinary L2 activities for a prolonged period in order for learners to become 

accustomed to them, instead of being delivered as a separate L2 intervention. LLS 

training should also be accompanied with the provision of supplementary materials such 
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as explanations, handouts, brainstorming tasks and homework materials for learners to 

be able to engage with, and became better familiarized with, LLS use during SLA.  

Lessard-Clouston (1997) also researched effective LLS training methods in SLA, 

and stated that one of the most successful options for its integration into the L2 

classroom is the class directed at the language learning process itself, popular in 

intensive English programs nowadays. The author also recommended using a three-step 

approach to integrating LLS into language learning classes: studying the teaching 

context; focusing on LLS in teaching; and reflecting/encouraging learner reflection. 

Oxford (1994) placed a separate emphasis on the need to target affective issues related 

to SLA process, such as anxiety, motivation, beliefs, and students’ interests. These 

issues should be addressed during LLS training, and their negative impact should be 

mitigated for the sake of more productive SLA outcomes.  

LLS training should always be explicit, overt and relevant, thus providing 

students with an opportunity for reflection and to search for personal LLS choice and 

combination. At the same time, such training should be individualized for different 

students to develop individual ways of integrating LLSs into their SLA. Finally, 

students should be provided with a chance to transfer LLS knowledge to future 

language tasks, so that LLS training is not bound to current language assignments. 

Proper LLS training should also provide L2 learners with a mechanism for self-

evaluation, thus opening avenues for individual progress and improvement without 

explicit guidance in the classroom (Oxford, 1994).  

As has been repeatedly stated above, there are a large number of factors 

influencing LLS choice among L2 learners. These include age, sex, attitude, motivation, 

aptitude, learning stage, task requirements, teacher expectation, learning styles, 

individual differences, cultural differences, language learning-related beliefs and overall 

language proficiency (Lee, 2010). Motivation has been found to be one of the strongest 
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predictors of LLS use, since motivated students were found to use more strategies than 

unmotivated students did. Gender was repeatedly found to be a significant predictor for 

LLS selection: females were reported to employ various LLSs more frequently than 

males. The students’ cultural background also played a role in this context, with rote 

memorization and other memorization forms being prevalent among Asian students, as 

just one of the examples of cultural impact (Oxford, 1994).  

The effect of attitudes and beliefs was manifested in the ability for the type of task 

to suggest the choice of a certain strategy more naturally employed under certain 

conditions for carrying it out. Age has been found by many researchers to be an 

influential factor: some LLSs are available only for older and more advanced learners, 

and cannot help L2 beginners. The learning style of students produces certain effects as 

well, with analytic-style students tending to involve contrastive analysis, rule learning, 

and word/phrase dissection in SLA, while global-style students tending to find meaning 

and involvment in conversations even when not all words were known (Oxford, 1994). 

The findings on LLS choice influences will be considered in more detail in the next 

section, with particular attention being paid to such LLS selection predictors as 

language proficiency, gender and cultural background. 

2.4.2 Factors Affecting LLS Choice 

2.4.2.1 The Relationship between Proficiency and Strategy Use 

One of the objectives of this research is to examine the nature of the relationship 

between language learning strategies use and language proficiency. The term 

“proficiency” here can be interpreted in its traditional sense, as used by Bachman 

(1990), “to refer in general to knowledge, competence or ability in the use of a 

language, irrespective of how, where, or under what conditions it has been acquired” (p. 

16). The relationship between language learning strategies and language proficiency has 
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been investigated by various researchers in the field, as will be discussed in the 

following section.  

One of the earliest and most influential research studies in this area is the “good 

language learner” study conducted by Rubin (1975). She revealed five major features of 

successful language learning: a concern for language form, a concern for 

communication, an active task approach, an awareness of the learning process, and a 

capacity to use strategies flexibly in accordance with task requirements. The aim of 

Rubin’s (1975) research was to improve the less successful students by teaching them 

the strategies of the more successful learners. Rubin observed that the usage of these 

strategies depended on a number of variables, such as target language proficiency, age, 

situation, cultural differences and learning style. In a later article, Rubin (1981) 

interpreted these characteristics as what good language learners do, a formulation which 

falls more specifically into Rigney’s (1978) definition of learning strategies, as already 

discussed under Definitions of Language Learning Strategies earlier in this chapter. 

At around the same time, Stern (1975) drew up a list of ten language learning 

strategies used by good language learners. He believed that the good language learner 

was characterised by positive learning strategies, among which he included planning 

strategies, active strategies and empathic strategies, which he defined as a tolerant and 

outgoing approach to the target language and its speakers. The choice of strategies and 

the wide range within the list indicates the possibility of differences occurring along the 

variables highlighted in Rubin (1975). Although Stern described his list as “highly 

speculative” (p. 316) and in need of confirmation or modification, Stern’s work was an 

important addition to the growing body of research on good language learners. 

A study by Politzer and McGroarty’s (1985) supports earlier suggestions 

regarding the existence of a wide range of learning strategies as in Stern (1975). These 

researchers investigated the relationship between ranges of “good learning behaviours,” 
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measured using a questionnaire, and scores gained on an intensive course. They found 

that while the scores gained did not relate to their categories of strategy use as a whole 

(classroom behaviours and individual study behaviours), there were specific individual 

objects that showed significant relations. They also found differences in reported 

strategy use among the two main groups. They concluded that the results “indicate that 

caution in prescribing good learning behaviours is warranted” (Politzer & McGroarty, 

1985, p. 103).  

In another important piece of research, Naiman, Fröhlich, Stern, and Todesco 

(1978) also tried to determine what people who were known to be good at languages 

had in common. They found that good language learners are able to adjust learning 

styles to suit themselves and are actively involved in the language learning process. 

Green and Oxford (1995) support this proposition with an emphasis on high proficiency 

students, indicating that they increase their language knowledge and develop the target 

language as a separate system that does not always have to be related to the first 

language. In addition, good learners are particularly aware of the demands of learning 

language and are able to develop an awareness of language both as a system of rules 

and as a means of communication. Even though the researchers have identified these 

characteristics as typical of good language learners, Naiman et al. (1978) cautioned that 

“the study as a whole suggests that the successful or good language learner, with 

predetermined overall characteristics, does not exist. There are many individual ways of 

learning a language successfully” (p. 224). 

One of the other studies that have attempted to investigate the relationship 

between language learning strategies and language proficiency is that of O’Malley et al. 

(1985). They discovered that although students at all levels reported the use of an 

extensive variety of learning strategies, higher-level students reported greater use of 

metacognitive strategies, leading the researchers to conclude that the more successful 
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students are probably able to implement greater metacognitive control over their 

learning. However, this conclusion is in contrast with the findings of research conducted 

by Huang and Van Naerssen (1987) who suggested that strategies related to functional 

practice were associated with proficiency. Meanwhile, Ehrman and Oxford (1995) 

found that cognitive strategies were the strategies used by successful students in their 

study. On the other hand, Green and Oxford (1995) discovered that higher-level 

students reported using language learning strategies of all kinds more frequently than 

did lower-level students. 

In addition, some researchers have revealed that both successful and less 

successful learners used a large number of strategies more frequently. The difference 

lies in the degree of flexibility that the unsuccessful learners showed when choosing 

strategies, and how appropriately they are applied in the given situation (Abraham & 

Vann, 1987). MacIntyre (1994) further stressed that strategy use results from, and leads 

to, increased proficiency. Strategies are the causes and outcomes of improved language 

proficiency. Bremner (1999) called for more investigation into MacIntyre’s conclusion. 

In Osanai’s (2000) study of 147 foreign students in universities across the United States, 

he found that self-rating proficiency was significantly related to the use of language 

learning strategies. In Wharton’s (2000) study of university students’ language learning 

strategies, he reported that students who rated their proficiency as “good” and “fair” 

used SILL strategies significantly more often than those who rated their proficiency as 

“poor.” He further concluded that there was “a linear relationship between proficiency 

level and the reported frequency of use of many strategies” (Wharton, 2000, p. 231), 

and that “the relationship is two way, however, with proficiency affecting strategy use 

and vice versa” (p. 232).  

Griffiths (2003) also investigated the connection between language proficiency 

and choice of LLSs among students. The author’s study was conducted on the basis of 
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an assumption that if students learn effectively, their rigour may be applied to language 

as well as to any other field of knowledge. The research itself included three stages, and 

was held in a private language school in Auckland, New Zealand. The choice of study 

setting differed significantly from that of previous studies, such as that by Wharton 

(2000) and Osanai (2000), which both used university respondents. Griffiths (2003) 

used the data collected to identify the relationship between LLS use and proficiency, 

and to determine whether there are any changes in LLS use after overt, explicit LLS use 

training has been provided. The researcher’s findings imply that teachers consider LLS 

knowledge and use as highly essential in their L2 classrooms, and that there is a close, 

direct relationship between LLS use frequency and language proficiency levels of 

students (Griffiths, 2003).  

However, not all LLSs have been found to have a positive effect on language 

proficiency, and recent research findings also suggest that some strategies, in cases 

where they are inappropriately applied to certain learning situations, may even produce 

a negative effect on performance, and thus be negatively correlated with language 

proficiency. Song (2005) conducted research into the relationship between language 

proficiency and LLS use. He used a 43-item strategy-use questionnaire among test 

takers of the Michigan English Language Assessment Battery (MELAB) to study 

relationships between reported LLS use and language test performance (revealing 

students’ proficiency). According to the researcher’s findings, some strategies 

influenced language performance positively, while others had a considerably negative 

effect on it. In the specific example of MELAB, such strategies as repeating/confirming 

information and generating strategies were found to influence proficiency negatively, 

while linking with prior knowledge and writing strategies were positively correlated 

with performance (Song, 2005).  
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Further studies have revealed that the seemingly linear relationship between 

learning strategies and proficiency may actually be curvilinear. Park (1997) concludes 

that the relationship between learning strategies and proficiency is linear, especially in 

the application of social and cognitive strategies. However, the application of strategies 

such as repetition tended to decrease among students with higher levels of proficiency. 

Further studies have noted the variation in outcomes where learning strategies are used 

and assessed for their relationship with proficiency in SLA. For instance, Nisbet, Tindel 

& Arroyo (2005) indicated a minimal relationship between the application of social and 

cognitive strategies in determining the level of proficiency. Chen (1990) also 

emphasizes the fact that the relationship between learning strategies and proficiency is 

not always linear. In contrast, proficient learners use communication strategies on a 

lower scale than the less proficient ones, even though when they use them it is with 

more effectiveness (Chen, 1990).  

Some studies indicate an elaborate difference between the amount of strategies 

and the type applied by learners in different levels of proficiency. Lai (2009) 

investigated the relationship between LLS use and language proficiency on a sample of 

418 EFL learners in Taiwan. This researcher’s findings showed that respondents tended 

to use compensation strategies most frequently, while affective strategies turned out to 

be the least used ones. Individual strategies enjoying the highest level of popularity in 

the SLA process were guessing intelligently and overcoming limitations in using 

English, while speaking and writing to others in English were among those used most 

rarely. After performing data analysis, Lai (2009) concluded that language proficiency 

is strongly correlated with LLS use, with proficient learners’ use of more LLSs higher 

in order of cognitive thinking. For instance, intelligent learners used metacognitive and 

cognitive strategies more often, as contrasted with the frequent use of social and 

memory strategies used by weaker learners. Finally, Lai (2009) found that specific 
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strategies more frequently used by proficient learners were almost exclusively targeted 

at the arrangement and planning of their L2 learning process, using analytical and 

reasoning skills, and the practice of pronunciation and speaking, which implies that 

these approaches to SLA are more effective and lead to more positive and more feasible 

L2 learning outcomes.  

Ghavamnia, Kassaian, and Dabaghi (2011) undertook a more extensive study 

linking LLS use with language learning beliefs, motivation and proficiency. Their 

sample included a homogeneous sample of 80 Iranian students, and data were collected 

with the help of SILL, Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI), and a 

TOEFL test. Like the study by Lai (2009), the findings revealed strategy preferences 

depending on proficiency levels with the overwhelming majority showing a pronounced 

preference for certain types. The findings of Ghavamnia et al. (2011) suggests a positive 

relationship between high LLS use and motivation, proficiency and language learning 

beliefs, with researchers noting that the number of LLSs used during L2 studies 

increased with an increase in learners’ positive attitudes to their language learning.  

The differences in the application of learner strategies tend to vary in the types of 

strategies that learners at different levels of proficiency apply. Different proficiency 

levels also exhibit different amounts of learning strategies for specific types. In the 

context of the present discussion, a recent study by Javid (2013) about the effects of 

English language proficiency on the choice of LLSs among Saudi English-major 

undergraduates also possesses specifically important information. The study sample was 

heterogeneous in terms of language proficiency, with the lowest GPA equalling 106 and 

the highest 134. Javid’s (2013) findings are consistent with those of Ghavamnia et al. 

(2011) regarding the preference for cognitive and metacognitive strategies by more 

proficient students, and ranking of memory strategies as selected by the least proficient 

L2 learners. The implications of Javid’s (2013) research are that LLS use should be 
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included in the L2 learning curriculum for weaker students to be able to enhance their 

language proficiency by using a wider range of LLSs appropriate to different classroom 

activities.  

Despite previous evidence showing the possibility of curvilinear relationships 

between learning strategies and proficiency levels, more studies reveal the linear trend. 

The research by Salahshour, Sharifi, and Salahshour (2013) yielded positive findings 

regarding the relationship between LLS use and the language proficiency of L2 

learners. Their analysis of Iranian school learners’ LLS use showed that LLSs were 

used with medium frequency, and that cognitive strategies were the least frequent 

choice of the respondents as compared to the most frequent selection of metacognitive 

LLSs. Tam’s (2013) study conducted with 50 first year university students of the Hong 

Kong Polytechnic University revealed a prevalence for using compensation, cognitive 

and social strategies among proficient L2 learners, which to a certain degree contradicts 

earlier studies by Lai (2009), Song (2005), and Griffiths (2003). However, such a 

difference in LLS preference by proficient learners of L2 may also be attributed to the 

country of study, students’ origins, and the dominant L2 teaching approach in the 

country where the study was conducted, issues which will be discussed in further 

subsections.  

A relationship between language proficiency, LLS use, and the country of 

students’ origin and study is suggested by the analysis of Kato’s (2005) study. The 

researcher performed analysis using a sample of 195 first to fourth year students from 

different Japanese universities and measured data on LLS use and language proficiency 

with the help of SILL version 7 and a test of English for International Communication 

(TOEIC). Selection was made for five factors: metacognitive-affective, memory-

compensation, social and cognitive strategies. Kato’s (2005) findings showed that 

cognitive, metacognitive and affective strategies were associated with high language 



 71 

proficiency, which contradicts prior research linking only cognitive and metacognitive 

strategies with proficiency.  

 Radwan (2011) studied the strategy use of 128 students majoring in English at 

the Sultan Qaboos University in Oman using SILL. The findings in this study resemble 

those of previous studies that established positive relationships between learning 

strategies and proficiency (Kato, 2005) (Lai, 2009) (Song, 2005). By performing an 

ANOVA analysis of the data obtained, Radwan (2011) found that metacognitive 

strategies were used most frequently, while the use of memory strategies was the least 

preferred among students. Proficiency was positively correlated with metacognitive, 

cognitive and affective strategy selection, which is consistent with the findings of Kato 

(2005).  

Shamis (2003) conducted a similar study with Palestinian students at An-Najah 

National University with a study sample of 99 L2 learners. This researcher’s findings 

showed that metacognitive strategies were used most frequently, in 79.6% of cases, 

while compensation strategies were reported in only 63% of cases. The findings of 

Shamis (2003) are interesting for LLS research because the researcher found no 

significant effect of language proficiency on LLS use, and recommended the inclusion 

of more explicit training on cognitive, memory and compensation strategies in regular 

classroom activities. While the choice of cognitive strategies is consistent with previous 

findings on LLS use and effectiveness, memory and compensation strategies are 

generally connected with lower efficiency in L2 studies.  

Other research studies which investigated language proficiency and strategy use 

include those of Chamot and Kupper (1989), Watanabe (1990), Dreyer and Oxford 

(1996), Gu and Johnson (1996), Park (1997), Chamot et al. (1999), Oxford (2001) and 

Lan and Oxford (2003). Although the research into language learning strategies used by 

successful and unsuccessful language learners, and the context of their use, has 
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produced some valuable insights, the framework that emerges is far from unified. 

Possible reasons for this lack of unity might include the different contexts in which the 

studies were held, the differing research methods used, or the varying nature of the 

language learners themselves. However, language proficiency is not the only variable 

affecting LLS use. Among other factors, the variable of gender has also been associated 

by many researchers with having a powerful impact on LLS selection and use 

frequency. Hence, this variable will be discussed in the following section.  

2.4.2.2 Gender 

There is varying evidence on the subject of gender differences in the use of LLS. 

Gender is considered to be a variable which can potentially affect the language use, 

development and acquisition because of the certain biological, psychological and social-

cultural distinctions existing between genders (Zeynali, 2012). The body of research on 

gender differences in LLS use is rich. The topic has been researched in depth by 

Bialystok (1978), Oxford (1990), Nunan (1999), Rigney (1978), by and many other 

researchers in more recent years. The clue to understanding the differences in LLS use 

has been suggested by Teh et al. (2009) and lies in the fact that females are less 

competitive and more cooperative than males, and they show more interest in social 

activities. Therefore, females rely more heavily on social-based strategies, while males 

are found to employ a wider variety of strategies (Teh et al., 2009). 

However, even given the intense research attention paid to the subject of gender 

in LLS research recently, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) noted that in the 1980s, scant 

attention was paid to this characteristic, though it was clear even then that males and 

females used LLSs differently. One of the most influential studies of the late 1980s 

regarding gender differences was undertaken by Oxford, Nyikos, and Ehrman (1988), 

who when searching for research evidence for gender differences, carried out a 

synthesis of the literature and found only four published studies on the subject by that 
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time. Three of the four researched articles indicated that females’ aptitude for studying 

L2 was considerably higher than that of males.  

The first research endeavours were undertaken by Ekstrand (1980) who concluded 

that there are pronounced gender differences in L2 learning, and they may largely be 

attributed to cognitive and cultural differences between male and female students. 

Spencer and Lewis (1986) attracted further attention to the issue of gender-based 

differences among L2 learners by claiming the need for more conclusive research on 

these differences. Moreover, within the past couple of decades, an opinion has become 

widespread about female advantage in L2 learning, which was overturned by 

Brantmeier et al. (2007) stating that there is no conclusive evidence supporting this 

claim. However, Oxford et al. (2004) found that females tend to use more LLSs, while 

later research has contradicted that point. Indeed, the differences in approaches to 

studying L2 detected between females and males are not limited to LLS number. As 

stated in the studies of Gardner and Lambert (1972) and other researchers, the major 

differences lie with females’ tendency to report more positive affective variables in L2 

learning than males do, which accounts for the different L2 study outcomes (Huerta et 

al., 2012).  

Understanding of gender differences in LLS use is possible in cases where the 

gender-based differences to learning are comprehended, in language learning in 

particular. Rua (2006) studied the role of gender in language learning success by 

focusing on LLS use, achievement, attitudes, motivation and opinions regarding L2 

study. The researcher’s findings imply that there are a number of variables related to 

gender affecting males’ and females’ study progress. For instance, girls’ verbal 

intelligence, that is, aptitude, has always been regarded as enabling them to reach higher 

levels of language learning mastery.  
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Girls are reported to possess a more positive attitude to language learning, L2 

speakers and L2 culture, which contributes to the emergence of higher motivational 

levels with regard to the SLA process. These factors further contribute to an increase in 

self-confidence and a reduction in anxiety, thus creating a more favourable L2 learning 

environment. Rua (2006) also noted that environmental factors such as social sex-

stereotyping of jobs and interactional patterns may contribute to females’ tendency to be 

involved in language learning more often than males. These outcomes regarding the 

motivational roles of gender and reduction of anxiety reflect strongly on implications by 

Tseng et al (2006), where self-regulation plays a major role in the determination of 

learning outcomes in language.  

Additional studies explore the existence of better proficiency and motivation 

among female students of language. Kaylani (1996) conducted a study on the influence 

of gender and motivation on EFL learning strategy use by students in Jordan, and found 

that female students tried harder to achieve EFL proficiency, and used the LLS more 

extensively for that purpose. The assumption guiding the research of Kaylani (1996) 

was that females often reveal a higher desire to please and gain approval in the process 

of studies for the sake of receiving higher grades, so they reveal a more pro-social mode 

of behaviour than males do. Like Rua (2006), the study attributes environmental factors 

to the capabilities of females to exhibit better proficiency than males. Verbal skills 

emerge earlier in the cognitive domain of females, so they usually display a greater 

ability in articulation, present more language fluency, and are able to utter longer and 

more complex language patterns. As in Gardner and Lambert (1972) females score 

more highly in verbal ability and reading tests, which implies that a certain profound 

difference in EFL studies is likely to be revealed between females and males, regardless 

of the level of language proficiency, culture, nationality or other features.  
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Huerta et al, (2012) admitted that there is a wide range of studies that show 

female proficiency in the first language acquisition and use; however, the results on the 

L2 differences between male and female learners are much less clear. In addition, 

gender is unanimously recognized in the research community as being a critical 

individual and social variable producing a profound effect on the language learning 

process. The research by Oxford and Nyikos (1989) concluded that gender differences 

have a profound impact on the application of LLSs during ESL and EFL study. The 

researchers found that females used more LLSs than males did. Radwan (2011) 

conducted a study among Omani students on the same issue, and found that the 

metacognitive strategy was the most preferable one among all students, while male 

students were found out to employ social strategies more often than female students.  

Hong-Nam and Leavell (2010) studied the use of LLS by 55 ESL students with 

different cultural and linguistic backgrounds during their Intensive English Program 

(IEP), and found that in line with the least preferred use of affective and memory 

strategies, females were still apt to use affective and social strategies much more 

frequently than males. Ching-Yi et al. (2007) conducted an extensive study of 1758 

Taiwanese college EFL students, and found statistically significant differences in the 

use of cognitive, metacognitive, social strategies and the overall number of the used 

strategies in relation to gender.  

Zeynali (2012) studied gender differences in the use of LLS in Iranian students. 

By studying 149 learners at the Institute of Tabriz, the researcher found a significant 

difference in LLS use. Female learners displayed a tendency to use LLSs more often 

than male learners, and used social and affective LLSs more often than males. 

Bozinovic and Sindik (2011) also focused on the same issue by conducting a survey in 

the American College of Management and Technology in Dubrovnik with 181 learners 

of German, Spanish, French and Italian. Their findings on the LLS use indicated that 
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memory strategies were the most frequently used, while cognitive strategies were the 

least preferred; females used all strategies more frequently, except for the socio-

affective strategies.  

Overall, the gender differences in LLS use during EFL studies can be explained in 

a number of ways. One of the essential factors determining this difference maybe the 

socialization of males and females, which is something that affects both social 

behaviour and cognitive development (Kaylani, 1996). Parental attitudes and gender-

related cultural beliefs are also believed to influence students’ expectations about their 

own success in EFL studies, as well as their motivation and effort. Moreover, the study 

of a foreign language is traditionally seen as primarily a female subject, which may 

diminish the motivation and rigour of male students (Rua, 2006).  

Additional explanations for the difference in the use of LLSs take neurobiological 

perspectives. Melville (2006) provided a neurobiological explanation for the reasons 

males and females use LLSs differently. She stated that boys and girls have been found 

to use different parts of their brains for the language learning process, and for 

processing aspects of grammar. After conducting an analogy-based processing exercise, 

the researcher who conducted an experiment with 10 boys and 15 girls aged from 2 to 5 

concluded that girls were more likely to use their declarative memory to formulate the 

past-tense forms in a sentence, while boys used the rule-governed system for production 

of the past tense verbs (Melville, 2006). The perspective differs from the social 

explanations of stereotyped careers and seeking approval as provided by other studies 

on gender and LLSs (Kaylani, 1996) (Rua, 2006). Hence, the research findings reveal 

that males and females process language information in a fundamentally different way, 

which explains the variation in their LLS use.  

Shamis (2003) paid close attention to the interference of LLS use and the gender 

of Palestinian students in his study at An-Najah National University. The sample of 99 
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students was analysed with the help of SILL, and the researcher’s findings suggested 

that neither gender nor proficiency of students affected their use of LLSs. However, 

Shamis (2003) acknowledged the conflict between his findings and prior research, and 

assumed that an explanation for such differences lay in the statistics in the differences 

of students’ learning levels (with Shamis’ sample constituting adolescent learners), and 

in the greater awareness of students with an English major regarding the effectiveness 

and significance of LLS use.  

However, the seemingly dominant trend in the application of LLSs by female 

students also has inconsistencies. Unlike Melville (2006), Tercanlioglu (2004) focused 

her study on a sample of 184 university students enrolled in the 3
rd

 and 4
th

 years of their 

undergraduate degree programs in Turkish universities in order to explore the impact of 

gender on LLS use. According to data collected via SILL, the researcher found a strong 

prevalence of LLS use among males. The outcomes were different from those of 

previous research, such as the findings in Kaylani (2006) and even Shamis (2003). 

Tercanlioglu recognized that her findings were in conflict with prior research, and 

assumed that the difference may be attributed to the effect of the male-dominated 

Turkish society in which females tend to have lower self-esteem and under-report their 

LLS use.  

Further findings indicate the insignificance of gender in determining the outcomes 

of LLS application. Chang (2011) conducted a large-scale study with a sample of 360 

undergraduate foreign language major students in Taiwan, and found that gender was a 

less influential factor affecting LLS use frequency than the factor of fondness for the 

learned language. The present evidence implies that for the majority of students, 

whether male or female, it is the extent of satisfaction with the chosen field of studies 

that affects motivation most, which ultimately results in successful learning and the 

varied use of LLS (Tseng et al, 2006). However, Chang’s (2011) findings were in 
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contrast with research undertaken by Kayaoglu (2012), who conducted a survey of 115 

science students involved in the intensive English preparatory program at the School of 

Foreign Language at Karadeniz Technical University in Trabzon, Turkey. Although the 

researcher’s findings yielded mixed results and showed that males surpassed females in 

the use of certain LLSs, such as affective strategies; females still dominated males in 

the use of five LLSs: memory, compensation, cognitive, metacognitive and social LLSs. 

Nevertheless, it is notable that both males and females scored similarly on the overall 

frequency of LLS use, a feature that resembles the outcomes in Shamis (2013). 

Kayaoglu (2012) also inferred that males tended to favour cognitive strategies such as 

practicing naturalistically, translating, and analysing contrastively, thus showing that 

males were in a culturally more advantageous position regarding practicing their 

English skills, as they had more opportunities for meeting, making friends and 

communicating with native English speakers, in contrast to females who had limited 

opportunities for doing so.  

Chang, Liu, and Lee (2007) performed a large-scale study in Taiwan to identify 

the impact of gender on LLS choice during EFL studies. Their sample comprised 1,758 

Taiwanese college students from different educational establishments. ANOVA and t-

test analyses showed that statistically significant gender-based differences were noted 

for cognitive, metacognitive and social strategies, as well as for overall LLS use. 

Studies in different populations that used the same approaches yielded similar outcomes 

as this one did (Kaylani, 1996) (Rua, 2006). Females used LLSs more often than males 

did, which was consistent with prior research and suppositions regarding the stronger 

social skills, verbal skills, and greater conformity to academic and linguistic norms 

observed among females in the educational context (Chang et al., 2007).  

However, the inconsistency in outcomes persists in recent studies, creating a point 

of contention regarding the female dominance in learning second language. Alhaisoni 
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(2012) researched LLS use among Saudi EFL learners participating in the intensive 

English language program at the University of Ha’il. Like Shamis (2013) later, the 

researcher concluded that there were no significant gender differences between males 

and females in the frequency and effectiveness of LLS use, with only a slight advantage 

to females. However, one gender-related difference was still detected: females tended to 

use social LLSs much more frequently than males did. The present findings may be 

explained by the male-dominant culture in Saudi Arabia, with specific gender roles 

ascribed to both genders, as has been concluded in previous studies with inconsistent 

outcomes (Tercanlioglu, 2004). The impact of cultural background will be studied in 

more detail below.  

Taking into account the large and growing body of research on gender differences 

among males and females in LLS use, one should note that even in recent studies, 

research findings differ and no conclusive evidence has been found for the dominance 

of one gender over the other in the efficiency of LLS use. Thus, for instance, in the 

studies of Politzer (1983), Ehrman & Oxford (1989), Oxford and Nyikos (1989), etc., 

females showed better results than males in LLS use, while the findings of Zamri 

(2004), Tran (1988), and Tercanlioglu (2004) concluded that males were more effective 

and better learners and LLS users. In addition, some studies contain mixed results, for 

instance, those by Lee and Oxford (2008), Peng (2001), Chou (2002), which showed no 

significant differences between genders in the use of LLS. Hence, such a variable as 

gender has to be treated with caution in regard to making conclusions about contributors 

to effective L2 learning. Additional socio-demographic and individual characteristics 

have to be taken into account in order to understand the full set of LLS use 

determinants. For instance, belonging to a certain cultural background plays a highly 

significant role in LLS use, which will be further discussed in detail in the next section.  
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2.4.2.3 Cultural Background 

The cultural background of ESL and EFL learners has been repeatedly stated to 

have a profound influence on the choice of LLSs among students in various countries. 

Oxford (1996) summarized the findings of LLS research in the EFL context, stating 

that, for instance, Hispanic ESL/EFL students use such strategies as “predicting, 

inferring, avoiding details, working with others rather than alone, and basing judgments 

on personal relationships rather than logic”, mainly because they have a global and 

field-dependent style preference in language learning (Oxford, 1996, p. xi). Lee (2010) 

also paid close attention to the effect of cultural background on L2 study and admitted 

that “certain types of learners defined by cultural background are predisposed to use 

certain types of strategies, and many language learning strategies may be used on 

ethnocentric assumptions about effective language learning” (p. 145).  

Japanese ESL/EFL students have been found to choose a reflective use of analytic 

LLSs “aimed at precision and accuracy, search for small details, work alone, and base 

judgments more on logic than on personal interactions” (Oxford, 1996, p. xi). Arabic 

students are found to be more apt to use concrete-sequential learning styles, while North 

Americans are characterized by favouring more flexible strategies, and holding an 

attitude to teachers as facilitators of the ESL and EFL learning process. The key 

differences in LLS use as affected by the cultural particularities of EFL students is 

mainly explained by varying attitudes to authority, beliefs about the comparative 

complexity of studying a language, ideas about the centrality of text and memorization 

in the process of ESL and EFL studies, and the perceived extent of allowed creativity 

and self-expression in the educational process (Oxford, 1996).  

Lee (2010) mentioned the influence of the cultural background on LLS choice, 

and concluded that certain ethnocentric assumptions about effective ESL and EFL 

learning may underlie beliefs about the effect of this variable. Hence, there are only a 
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small number of studies focusing on the influence of exactly this variable on LLS 

choice: the studies of Politzer and McGroarty (1985) and O’Malley and Chamot (1990) 

regarding LLS use of Asian students; those of Oxford (1994) regarding the LLS choice 

of Taiwanese students, and of Noguchi (1991) on the popularity of social strategies 

among Chinese and Japanese students; and some other studies in the field which reveal 

distinctions among groups with various cultural backgrounds (cited in Lee, 2010).  

Foster (2012) focused on a different aspect of the question. The researcher 

investigated teachers’ beliefs about, and attitudes to, LLSs, and variables affecting their 

use and selection. The researcher’s findings suggest that teachers mostly agreed about 

the influence of age, language ability, and cultural background on LLS choice. Deneme 

(2010) conducted a comparative study to investigate the influence of the cultural 

background on the LLS choice by comparing the LLSs of Jordanian, Spanish, and 

Turkish students studying English in the EFL context of their countries. Like in Oxford 

(1994) all three groups of students displayed pronounced differences in the use of 

general strategy groups and individual strategies. Jordanian and Turkish students were 

found to use more memory and affective strategies than did Spanish students, while 

Jordanians used more social strategies than did Turkish students (Deneme, 2010).  

Additional studies seek to elaborate this difference in LLSs and culture. Rao 

(2006) conducted a study of Chinese students’ LLS use with regard to their cultural 

background, and found clearly delineated common features shared by Chinese EFL 

learners. According to this researcher’s findings, these features are linked to their 

cultural beliefs and values, traditional Chinese education patterns, and the EFL setting 

in China. The findings relate to the implications regarding the popularity of social 

strategies among Chinese students as observed in Noguchi (1991). The 

recommendations for EFL studies in China given by Rao (2006) suggest that English 
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teachers should avoid extremes, and that EFL students should diversify their LLSs for 

the sake of selecting appropriate ones for various language learning tasks.  

O’Malley and Chamot (1990) suggested that there can be a pronounced impact of 

students’ cultural background on the modes of LLS choice and use, as well as 

comparative ease or difficulty of applying them in the L2 learning environment and 

training in new LLSs. In this context, the prior educational experiences of students were 

seen as a significant contributor to their current L2 study. This way, students who are 

used to studying with the help of rote memorization strategies may have developed 

strong memory strategies, but may have weak skills for compensation and problem-

solving strategies. One of the early studies by O’Malley et al. (1985) found that Asian 

students tended to resist imagery and grouping strategies employed by teachers during 

studies of vocabulary definitions, preferring rote memorization strategies instead. Like 

the findings of Noguchi (1991) suggest, such choices do not result in low proficiency, 

as Asian students were well-equipped with memorization skills and managed to 

outperform students, using what are generally considered to be more effective and 

optimal LLSs. At the same time, research on Hispanic students showed that this cultural 

group enjoyed training in new LLSs and managed to use them successfully in 

performing new tasks (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990).  

Moreover, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) assumed that the cultural background of 

EFL students plays a role not only in the choice of LLSs by students, but also in the 

relative complexity of training the new LLSs in the EFL learning process. The prior 

educational experiences of students also form a part of their cultural background (Rao, 

2006). For instance, “students whose initial educational training emphasized rote 

memorization of curriculum content may have developed quite effective memory 

strategies but be rather inexperienced with comprehension or problem-solving 

strategies” (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990, p. 165).  
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It is essential to keep in mind that cultural background is a complex issue that has 

many components, as does the concept of culture. Thus, Liyanage, Grimbeek, and Bryer 

(2003) investigated the impact of ethnicity and religion on LLS choice. The researchers 

concluded that these cultural components are strongly associated with the use of 

metacognitive, cognitive and social-affective strategies in the LLS choice of Sri Lankan 

high school students. This approach was unique, as previous studies only dwelt on 

aspects of culture that relate only to ethnicity and race (Noguchi, 1991) (Rao, 2006) 

(O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). The overall sample under study of Liyanage et al. (2003) 

comprised Sinhalese, Tamil, Sri Lankan Muslim and Japanese students. The authors 

revealed from the comparative study of this composite sample that LLS choice was 

associated more with religious rather than ethnic identity (Liyanage et al., 2003).  

Since the present work is connected specifically with studying Saudi EFL 

students’ LLS use, there is a need to understand the factors of their LLS use depending 

on their particular cultural background. Saudi Arabia is a Muslim country with a 

definite set of educational and cultural peculiarities that obviously produce a 

pronounced impact on the modes and methods of L2 learning by Saudi students. Hence, 

the impact of Arabic culture needs to be analysed for its impact on the SLA process.  

Shamis (2003) conducted a study of LLS use by Arabic-speaking learners of 

English and found that the Arabic context of education does not allow intense use of 

functional practice strategies, especially in large classes. The outcomes in this study 

indicated similarities among many students from Eastern countries in the application of 

LLSs. For instance, the majority of them are concerned with passing examinations 

rather than grasping the language, as in (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990).  The researcher 

also found that rote memorization strategies were exceptionally popular among 

Palestinian students, which means that the educational system in this country relies less 
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on a communicative approach to L2 acquisition, favouring out-dated approaches more 

(Shamis, 2003).  

The difference in LLSs application within the Arabic setting also changes along 

the lines of gender and age. Abdolmehdi (2007) studied the LLS use of female students 

at the University of Qatar studying English as a second language. The researcher’s 

findings indicated that participants of her study used LLSs with medium to high 

frequency. The most frequently used LLSs included metacognitive, cognitive, 

compensation, social, memory and affective strategies (in the order of use). Thus, 

regardless of culture, girls still display high preferences for the application of LLSs as 

in other studies like Politzer (1983), and Oxford and Nyikos (1989). Abdolmehdi 

further concluded that freshmen displayed the highest frequency of LLS use, and that 

the rate of use of only compensation LLSs varied across different educational levels, 

with all other strategies being used fairly equally.  

Aljuaid (2012) pointed out that despite the close interest dedicated to research into 

LLS use in many countries, research into Saudi Arabian (and Arabic in general) 

educational settings remains comparatively scarce in comparison with other 

nationalities and ethnic groups. Aljuaid (2012) analysed a sample of 111 female Saudi 

Arabian university students majoring in English Language and Literature at one of the 

state universities in Saudi Arabia. The researcher found that memory was the least used 

strategy, and compensation strategies were also among the least used. The most popular 

LLS were the metacognitive, social, affective and cognitive strategies.  

The outcomes of the study support those of Oxford and Nyikos (1989) concerning 

the reasons for choice strategies. During the analysis of the collected data, Aljuaid 

(2012) concluded that the popularity of metacognitive strategies among Arabic EFL 

learners stemmed from their ability to exercise “executive control” over the L2 learners’ 

language acquisition process through planning, monitoring and evaluating their learning 
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activities. These strategies are favoured by the majority of EFL students because they 

help them gain control over emotions and motivations related to L2 learning. Moreover, 

the researcher admitted that such a pattern of metacognitive strategy use is consistent 

with the findings on Japanese, Chinese, Korean and Taiwanese students (O’Malley & 

Chamot, 1990).  

According to Aljuaid (2012), the present findings are consistent with the recent 

trends in the Arabic education system. Instructors and students in non-Western 

countries are gradually moving away from rote memorization, towards deeper 

approaches to learning which call for higher levels of skills, including analysis, 

synthesis and evaluation of instructional material (Foster, 2012). General statistics state 

that English language learners in Saudi Arabia learn English in settings where English 

is not widely used for communicative needs in social and economic daily life aspects. 

However, in contrast to such widespread opinions, social strategies were found by 

Aljuaid (2012) as the second most popular variant of LLSs, compensating learners’ 

deficiencies in listening comprehension. Looking for explanations for the increasing use 

of social strategies among Arabic students, Aljuaid (2012) assumed that the increase in 

access to multimedia and networking technologies has contributed to more intensive 

exposure of Saudi Arabian students to foreign cultures. As such, their preferences 

resemble those of students from Western settings as in Oxford (1994); though more 

research needs to be done to verify such a hypothesis.  

Radwan (2011) also acknowledged the scarcity of research on LLS use among 

Arabic students learning a foreign language, and conducted a pioneering study within 

the context of the Gulf state of Oman. The researcher noted that in this country, Arabic 

is an official language, but English possesses a special status, with all governmental 

publications and correspondence written in both languages, as in Aljuaid (2012). Such 

significance attributed to English presupposes the need for efficient English learning, 
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but according to the observations of Radwan (2011), Omani students have limited 

proficiency in English, and do not perform well in the English prerequisites, which 

results in low performance in English content-based courses. Radwan’s findings 

showed that Omani students mostly favoured metacognitive LLSs, with male students 

using social strategies more often than females did. Among the top ten strategies used 

by the sample, six belonged to the metacognitive domain, helping students to coordinate 

and maximize their learning process. In addition to the advantages outlined by Aljuaid 

(2012), Radwan (2011) praised metacognitive strategies for their ability to open up new 

opportunities for students regarding L2 use. LLSs least favoured by participants were 

one of the compensatory strategies, three of the memory strategies, and one of the 

affective strategies. Unlike the Chinese preference for the use of memory as a learning 

strategy, the study reveals differences between the Arabic and Chinese approaches to 

language learning (Noguchi, 1991). The low frequency of memory strategy use was 

explained by Radwan (2011) as a manifestation of students’ discontent with the 

conservative educational methods and techniques used in Arabic countries, as well as 

their search for alternative learning solutions differing from conventional didactic 

methods. Moreover, the researcher assumed that Arabic students have recently realized 

the strategic importance of English as a language giving them educational and 

employment opportunities. This importance reflects in studies on the language learners 

from the west, supporting the notion that exposure has modified the learning strategies 

of English for Arabic students (Oxford, 1994) (Aljuaid, 2012).  

Besides individually shaped internal factors affecting the frequency and patterns 

of LLS use among EFL learners, there are a number of external factors which exert a 

pronounced influence on LLS use. These are usually related to the educational system 

of the state in which EFL students obtain their EFL education, as well as previous 

educational modes dominant in their homeland. Therefore, understanding attitudes to 
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teaching and learning English in the present country of interest is of exceptional 

importance, enabling the researcher to understand how teachers’, students’, and 

policymakers’ beliefs and attitudes to EFL relate to EFL learning outcomes in Saudi 

Arabia, and in the Arab world more broadly.  

2.5 English Education in Saudi Arabia 

2.5.1 Overview  

English is widely recognized as an international language, and knowing it well in 

the 21
st
 century is essential for a successful career and development in almost all 

countries, Saudi Arabia included. As noted by Al-Omrani (2008), the recognized 

importance of English has urged the Saudi authorities to attribute a high priority to 

English education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). The official goals for 

teaching English in the Saudi schools are explicitly embedded in Saudi Arabian 

educational policy, which state that schools aim to “furnish the students with at least 

one of the living languages, in addition to their original language, to enable them to 

acquire knowledge, arts, and useful inventions, [and] transmit our knowledge and 

science to other communities” (Ministry of Education, 1974; cited in Al-Omrani, 2008). 

Thus, English as a foreign language is taught in the KSA in the framework of both 

private and public education, i.e., in kindergarten, elementary, intermediate and 

secondary schools, and through the EFL programs at the higher educational levels, 

including the “college-level academic, commercial, diplomatic and industrial 

institutions” (Al-Omrani, 2008, p. 65).  

In Saudi public education, EFL has been adopted as a core course, being taught 

four periods a week, 45 minutes each by non-native English speakers, including Saudis, 

Egyptians, Jordanians, Sudanese and Palestinians. The minimum requirement for a 

specialist to become an English teacher in Saudi Arabia is to hold a B.A. in English 

from their motherland’s educational institutions, though the specialization in EFL in 
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particular is not mandatory (Al-Omrani, 2008). The basic EFL courses are usually 

taught to Saudis in kindergarten. In public schools, as has already been noted, the 

majority of English teachers are non-native speakers of English, while some prestigious 

private schools in Saudi Arabia often recruit native English teachers to provide EFL 

learning. Moreover, private schools, mainly due to the ability to allocate more resources 

to EFL studies, offer additional EFL facilities such as language labs as supplements to 

EFL classes (Al-Omrani, 2008).  

Though nowadays, EFL education is given proper attention as a necessary 

academic and social skill, this has not always been the situation in the KSA. As Al-Haq 

and Smadi (1996) noted in their study, the introduction of English as a foreign language 

in the national educational curriculum took place with the establishment of the General 

Directorate of Education in 1924, and the first public elementary school incorporating 

English as a subject emerged that year also, with the required percentage of English in 

the study plan being 12%. This situation was observed until 1943, when the decision 

was made to introduce the teaching of English into the elementary stage of education, 

and English was re-introduced in the first grade of the intermediate stage, i.e., for grades 

7 to 9 of the Saudi educational system. Until the mid-1980s, English was taught for six 

periods per week at the secondary and intermediate stages of education, and later, the 

number was reduced to four periods (Al-Haq & Smadi, 1996). Nowadays, English is the 

only foreign language officially taught in Saudi Arabia, in both day and evening 

schools.  

The close attention given to English education in Saudi Arabia can be mostly 

explained by the significant role it plays in the business development of the country, 

and beyond its borders. Since the 1970s, large Saudi companies such as Aramco, 

Samarec, Dallah, Saudi Airlines, etc. have been opened up to intense cooperation with 

international market players. Hence, to sustain international business and cooperative 
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activities, these companies, among hundreds of others, recruit only employees with a 

proficient knowledge of English. Large commercial entities have also established their 

own language centres in which they train staff, and upgrade their English proficiency to 

fit international standards, and to ensure smooth and fruitful cooperation with the 

English-speaking business world.  

Moreover, after the oil boom that occurred in Saudi Arabia in the 1970s, many 

new businesses were created in which English has become the chief medium of 

communication besides Arabic. Even small private businesses now extensively promote 

the use of English, since they are mostly run by English-speaking expatriates (Al-Haq & 

Smadi, 1996). Hence, current evidence suggests that English is gradually acquiring a 

high level of importance in educational and professional domains, and Saudi Arabian 

authorities have become increasingly interested in designing tools for their citizens to 

acquire access to high-quality, comprehensive EFL education.  

Alshumaimeri (2001) also supported the idea that English is spoken in Saudi 

Arabia as a foreign language, mainly because Saudi Arabia is the country with the 

largest population of expatriate foreigners who speak English as a native or 

international language. Therefore, the official aims of the English education syllabus in 

Saudi Arabia are as follows:  

1. To ensure that secondary school attendees have a window on the world.  

2. To give students an experience of delight through reading samples of English, 

and to attract their attention to international arts and sciences.  

3. To cultivate critical thinking skills in students as a useful supplement to the 

intelligent reading of English texts.  

4. To equip students with an adequate knowledge of English that is likely to 

help them in their further education. 

5. To give students sufficient vocational skills (Alshumaimeri, 2001).  
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Al-Haq and Smadi (1996) also indicated that the recognition of English as a 

language of vital importance for study in Saudi Arabia was evident not only among 

public educational establishments, but also in the various Saudi ministries and public 

establishments. Thus, the Ministry of Defence, Ministry of Interior, Ministry of 

Petroleum and Mineral Resources, and other governmental establishments have set up 

language centres, with education institutes annexed to them for intensive English 

education. The Saudi National Guard has also established an EFL institute to upgrade 

the English proficiency of its officers and soldiers (Al-Haq & Smadi, 1996).  

However, general evidence suggests that the full-scale integration of English into 

Arabic education is largely not favoured by the majority of educators and policy-makers 

because of their discontent with Western culture and its negative impact on the 

conservative Arabic culture. However, these effects have to be explored in more detail. 

A review of the literature presented in the next section will show the elements of Arabic 

culture that are in conflict with the modern Western worldview, and will clarify how 

these differences affect Arabic EFL students’ learning outcomes.  

2.5.2 Impact of Arabic Culture on EFL and LLS Use  

2.5.2.1 Overview  

Arabic culture has a very strong impact on Arabic language, which is 

predominantly defined by the longstanding history of the Arabic people. As noted by 

Salloum (2014), the people who originally settled in the Arabian Desert conquered the 

Middle East and North Africa, afterwards settling in the Iberian Peninsula. However, 

they were not the usual kind of conquerors, possessing an inclusive culture that evolved 

and transformed into the powerful and prosperous Arab-Islamic civilization. 

Consequently, the Arabic language became the prime vehicle for carrying this culture to 

Europe. Arabic poetry was praised for its richness, and the Arabic vocabulary possesses 
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a countless number of words signifying the language’s beauty and grandeur, with Arabs 

being proud of their language and culture and what it can reveal.  

The claims of Salloum (2014) found support in the article by Al-Zuhayyan (2012) 

who stated that a language usually serves two functions, documenting history and 

facilitating communication. Therefore, it involves feelings, ideas and information that 

speakers of a language want to transfer to their interlocutors. English was initially 

spoken in Western countries, more advanced nations in recent human history whose 

achievements have produced their inevitable impact on virtually every person in the 

world. English contains much modern terminology, thus determining the direction of 

expression which people speaking it have to adopt in order to be understood by other 

English-language speakers. However, a mother tongue usually produces a more 

significant impact on the individual’s expression as it reflects an individual’s ethnicity, 

education, intelligence and socio-economic situation (Al-Zuhayyan, 2012). Therefore, 

Arabic learners of English may have significant problems in becoming proficient in 

English because of the difference between the Arabic and English cultures. One of the 

basic examples provided by the author was the difference in writing dates of birth in the 

Arab and Western worlds, which may complicate mutual understanding (Al-Zuhayyan, 

2012).  

Indeed, many researchers have acknowledged the deep divide between Arabic and 

English cultures which often hinders the learning of English by Arabic students. Kuroda 

and Suzuki (1991) explained this as the challenge for a person learning a foreign 

language to learn to view the world the way the target culture does it. By analysing a 

sample of respondents in regard to their linguistic behaviour and choice of linguistic 

patterns, the researchers found that students with a high degree of exposure to Anglo-

American culture tended to demonstrate preference for certain values not found among 

Arabic students not exposed to the Anglo-American L2 culture. The authors also 
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claimed, “one of the reasons for our inability to grasp certain elements of English 

grammar that are incomprehensible to the Arabs or the Japanese, no matter how 

expertly explained, may be caused by implicit dimensions of the concept inherent in 

English language” (Kuroda & Suzuki, 1991, p. 38).  

In addition to the explicit, functional differences between the Arabic and English 

languages, the Arab world is highly resistant to studying English and accepting the 

culture embedded within it, mainly because of the inconsistency between Western 

values, norms, and lifestyles and the conservative Muslim culture of the Middle East. 

These differences cannot help but be reflected in attitudes to integrating English into the 

Arabic educational curriculum. The impact of the threat seen by many Arabic people in 

the increasing significance of English will be discussed in more detail next.  

2.5.2.2 Threatening Impact of English on Arabic Culture  

Culture plays an essential role in the SLA process, and taking into account the 

large gap between the Arab and Western worlds’ values and cultures, cross-cultural 

awareness becomes a key strategic skill for EFL learners. Al-Dosari and Mekheimer 

(2013) discussed the impact of Arabic culture on studying English from the perspective 

of using culture-laden texts to foster EFL learning. The researchers assumed that 

translating some culture-laden English texts into Arabic to help students comprehend 

the cultural context of their target language may assist students to acquire stronger 

culture-specific translation skills. The reason such progress was supposed was the 

acquisition of culturally-loaded items of the English lexicon by Arabic EFL learners.  

After conducting an experimental study with a group of 551 EFL learners, Al-

Dosari and Mekheimer (2013) found that culture has a significant impact on 

comprehension and interpretation, so the importance of cross-cultural awareness is 

enormous for apposite, sound and adequate translation. The researchers found that 

exposure to authentic EFL cultural elements and values increased Arabic learners’ 
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comprehension of the target culture, and assisted in more adequate translation skills 

acquisition. Consequently, they suggested that the transculturation of a corpus of 

literature from L2 to L1 should be used in educational contexts to enhance the rendition 

skills of Arabic L2 learners and narrow the gap between the Arabic and English cultural 

comprehension and acceptance.  

However, there are multiple challenges to introducing a cultural component into 

EFL studies in Arabic countries. One core obstacle to overcome is the influence of the 

conservative Muslim religion and the isolated nature of Arabic culture which disfavours 

the globalizing impact of English. The most serious event impacting the attitude 

towards the study of English in the Arab world was the 9/11 terrorist attack on the USA. 

After those dramatic events, and specifically after the identification of the Saudi 

Arabian nationality of the majority of the terrorists, the US mass media disseminated 

the idea that Muslims propagate a culture of intolerance and even hostility towards the 

Western world through their educational systems. The introduction of English in Saudi 

Arabian primary schools in 2003, for instance, was connected with the intensifying 

pressure of the Western world on Saudi Arabia regarding a hidden curriculum of 

intolerance alleged to be concealed under the formal educational system. According to 

Elyas (2008), the Saudi government embarked on the Westernization of its society after 

post-9/11 accusations of hostility.  

Despite serious resistance among educators in Saudi Arabia, the government is 

still determined to include English into the primary school curriculum to raise children 

with attitudes of tolerance and acceptance towards the West. Such a change is mainly 

viewed positively nowadays as it addresses the increasing role of the KSA in the 

international arena and its ability to become a progressive Middle Eastern state. 

However, many Saudis and Muslims from other countries do view the study of English 
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as a second language as being connected to a coercive cultural transfer incompatible 

with their deeply engrained Arabic values, religious beliefs and culture (Elyas, 2008).  

 Al-Seghayer (2013) recently published an article voicing the discontent of Arab 

society with the inclusion of inappropriate images and content regarding Western 

culture in the selected English textbooks studied at schools and in colleges. The author 

pointed out that the present disagreement with intense integration of Western culture 

into the Arab world reveals the long-standing controversy regarding EFL learning with 

or without the English culture within which it operates. Despite an extant body of 

research claiming that it is impossible to achieve proficiency in any foreign language 

without comprehending, and to a certain extent, accepting the target culture, the Arab 

public is increasingly opposed to adopting Western values during EFL learning. 

Speaking specifically about Saudi students, Al-Seghayer (2013) claimed that an 

acquaintance with Western cultural values may erode their national identity, causing an 

unwanted cultural globalization in Saudi society.  

Dahan (2007) researched the role of culture in EFL learning in the Gulf region, 

and stated that English as an International Language (EIL) has long ago become the 

“lingua franca” of the world, and the Arab world should respond to the needs of 

students regarding EFL learning. However, the researcher’s findings implied that 

students in the Arabian Gulf showed mixed interest in being taught English culture 

together with the language, while EFL teachers reported seeing no need for changes in 

EFL teaching pedagogy. Such findings imply that the resistance to cultural integration 

of English is still very high in the Arab society, and even EFL students see no need for 

cultural acquaintance with English language culture, using English for communication 

only.  

However, not all Arabic societies disagree with the full-scale inclusion of English 

into their state curricula. For instance, Al-Balushi (2010) researched the new English 
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program integrated into the state educational initiative of Oman and argued that English 

could become more relevant in the Omani educational context, as well as in the whole 

Arabian Gulf region, if it were made an educational forum familiarizing students with 

socio-linguistic conventions, increasing their critical awareness of the political 

implications of English use, and so on. After a thorough analysis of the Omani English 

educational initiative, Al-Balushi (2010) argued for the need to teach English as a 

discourse, or as an educational event, which may create a path for discussing social and 

ideological issues related to its use.  

It is essential for Arabic students, especially under the current condition of Arab-

Western world tensions, to realize how encoding reflects a particular worldview and set 

of cultural assumptions on the part of the speaker, and how it formulates a specific 

discourse. Therefore, culturally sensitive studies of English in Oman, in the opinion of 

Al-Balushi (2010), may create avenues for comprehending English in terms of “socio-

political issues such as ideology, racism, gender politics, and education” (p. 8). The 

researcher advised that such linguistically-bound issues should be accessed by means of 

the critical analysis of cultural texts such as films, plays, soap operas and academic 

writing, something which is common practice in modern socio-linguistic research.  

One illustrative example along these lines is the use of English in Morocco, as 

reported by Buckner (2011). English has spread very quickly throughout Morocco, and 

is now closely associated with educational and employment opportunities by people 

from all classes of the population. The major reason for the overwhelming popularity of 

English in contrast to French and Spanish in this country relates to the absence of a 

connection with the colonial legacy. Hence, at present, Moroccans envision English as 

“a language of future opportunity” rather than an interference with their Arabic culture 

(Buckner, 2011, p 213). Still valuing Arabic as their national language, more and more 

students are involved in studying English, and fewer respondents of Buckner’s (2011) 
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survey named Arabic as their favourite language, or as an important language that 

would affect their future lives, indicating English instead.  

The spread of English can be seen at all social levels in Morocco. Thus, for 

instance, Buckner (2011) found that upper-class Moroccans consider fluency in English 

as a strategically essential communicative skill for sustaining socio-economic 

competition in Morocco, maintaining privilege, and becoming more open to the global 

economy. Lower-class Moroccans assess English as a language that provides them with 

increased and easier access to public sector teaching, which is considered a strong 

channel for labour mobility and a way to distance themselves from the former French 

colonial power by engaging more directly with the global economy (Buckner, 2011).  

The example of Morocco shows the extent to which some Arab communities have 

been able to grasp the strategic significance of EFL proficiency for their development 

and growth. However, the problem of gaining EFL mastery consists not only in the 

opposition of educators to the need to include more intensive English programs into the 

educational curriculum. There are also specific linguistic problems arising from the 

fundamental differences between Arabic and English that preclude Arabic students from 

studying English successfully. These will be discussed in more detail in the next 

section.  

2.5.2.3 Language-Specific Problems with EFL Learning  

The strong impact of cultural differences between the Arabic and English-

speaking worlds is strongly manifested in problems in comprehension of certain 

linguistic aspects of English by Arabic EFL learners. Abu Rass (2010) pointed out that 

EFL learning by Arabic students is difficult because of specific cultural transfer 

involved in the process of L2 acquisition. Referring to previous research on the subject, 

the author mentioned that thought patterns of English speakers are predominantly linear, 

which contradicts the Arabic speakers’ thought patterns which are characterized by the 
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frequent use of parallel constructions, both positive and negative. The structure 

organization of Arabic texts is circular and non-cumulative by structure, with Arabic 

speakers coming at one and the same point several times from different angles, which is 

strange for English speakers who expect a text to be concise and coherent, with an 

explicit linear structure. This difference in structuring Arabic and English texts results 

Arabic speakers experiencing complex writing problems when they study English as a 

second language (Abu Rass, 2010). 

Consequently, Arabic students experience the influence of cultural transfer during 

L2 studies. Taking into account the fact that during the initial stage of L2 learning, 

students tend to formulate their ideas in Arabic and then transfer them into the target 

language, the English texts constructed by Arabic L2 learners are generally recognized 

as characterised by repetition, indirectness, elaborateness and affectiveness not specific 

to English (Abu Rass, 2010). Moreover, being affected by their culture and Islamic 

religion, Arabic students are apt to use exaggeration, assertion and group orientation in 

the English writing. In Abu Rass’s (2010) study, respondents demonstrated a unity of 

belief, a tendency towards dichotomous thinking, and a belief in there being only one 

right path. Finally, Arabic students were found to fail to consider the concept of 

audience in their writing, assuming that the reader would surely understand what they 

meant. Taking into account the vital importance placed on the factor of audience in 

English, the problems of Arabic students studying English in terms of achieving the 

communicative competence in the target language come to the fore (Abu Rass, 2010).  

Al-Buainain (2007) researched EFL-related problems faced by Arabic students in 

the sample of EFL learners from the Department of Foreign Languages at Qatar 

University. The researcher focused on writing, and found that the majority of Arabic 

students’ writing errors are systematic and classifiable. The reasons for such mistakes 

are partly explained by differences between Arabic and English alphabets. In Arabic, 
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there is no distinction between print and script, as well as between upper-case and 

lower-case letters. Moreover, Arabic people write in their language with the help of a 

series of strokes rather than by means of a continuous flow, which affects the speed of 

writing. These findings imply that L2 teachers should select learning materials with 

proper regard to the L1 linguistic background of EFL learners rather than using 

materials from a general spectrum.  

Latif (2008) also looked into the ways of achieving more effective EFL teaching 

for Arabic students, and looked for ways of doing so with a better comprehension of the 

relationship between two types of linguistic knowledge (grammar and vocabulary) and 

two affective traits (writing apprehension and self-efficacy). By studying a sample of 

Egyptian university students, the researcher compared their linguistic and affective 

measures to their composing process (writing strategies, switching to L1, etc.). 

Additional data were derived from interviews with students regarding their own 

perceptions of their writing differences. The findings of Latif (2008) suggested that 

Egyptian (and overall Arabic) students’ English writing problems stem from their lack 

of general linguistic knowledge, and are related to a general negative effect on their 

writing. 

The problems of Arabic EFL learners were also explored by Alnufaie and 

Grenfell (2012). These researchers focused on the writing strategies of 121 second-year 

undergraduate Saudi student writers studying at Jubail Industrial College. For the sake 

of clarity, the authors divided writing strategies into process-oriented and product-

oriented ones, and disseminated a strategy questionnaire to students. They pointed out 

that to learn to write well, EFL students should receive systematic guidance to help 

them avoid L1 interference with the writing process, especially taking into account the 

fundamental differences between Arabic and English writing conventions. Hence, 

learning writing is usually undertaken by means of teacher’s support with rules and 
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feedback, writing without collecting information, without planning, by following 

outlines, and focusing on organization, neatness and layout. The researchers’ findings 

showed that 95.9% of respondents mixed the two types of strategies for achieving an 

optimal outcome in their writing, so their recommendations for effective EFL writing 

were for teachers to stimulate diverse views of writing and not to focus on only one 

particular kind of writing strategies for assisting students in the acquisition of diverse 

and helpful writing skills.  

Another linguistic phenomenon associated with EFL learning in Arabic countries 

is code-switching, which means the use of more than one language in a speech act. As 

stated by Mathkour (2004), interaction between Arabic and English has become one of 

the cultural by-products of colonialism in Jordan. Since Jordan’s independence in 1946, 

English has taken a firm place in the state’s educational and communicative strategies, 

and at present, English is taught from the early stages of education. English proficiency 

is essential for employment in Jordan: hence, one of the interactional forms between 

Arabic and English in Jordan involves code-switching. Mathkour (2004) analysed code-

switching patterns in Jordan and concluded that they serve such purposes as: “quotation; 

interjection; reiteration; and message qualification; personification vs. objectification” 

(p. 6). Hence, as one can see, Arabic countries in which English is widely used 

experience an overwhelming impact of this international language, which is manifested 

in code-switching, code-mixing, and borrowing from L2 to L1.  

Finally, it is now acknowledged that by focusing on the problems Arabic EFL 

students encounter during their study of writing and speaking, as well as cultural 

difference and resistance, the research community has largely overlooked the use of 

modality in academic writing by Arabic EFL students. Al-Sharafi (2014) characterized 

modality as the writer’s use of auxiliary verbs and additional lexical devices for the 

expression of qualification, certainty, doubt, possibility, necessity and commitment to a 
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certain voiced proposition or statement. The skill of using modality properly is a general 

marker of EFL proficiency, but it has been largely overlooked in prior research, which 

implies that at present, there are virtually no methodological recommendations on 

modality teaching for Arabic EFL learners. To fill that gap, Al-Sharafi (2014) 

conducted a study to test the Contrastive Rhetoric Hypothesis of Kaplan (1966) about 

the difficulty faced by EFL learners because of different thought patterns derived from 

their L1 experience.  

The research sample was taken by Al-Sharafi (2014) from the Sultan Qaboos 

University’s English Department, and constituted 15 third-year students majoring in 

English. The researcher’s findings showed that the most frequently used modality 

devices included modal verbs (43%), which is consistent with prior research findings 

with Chinese and Eritrean students. Adjectives were the least commonly used category 

of modality devices, which was explained by the fact that they are largely neglected in 

L2 learning materials and style guides. Hence, by comparing Arabic and English 

academic writing, Al-Sharafi (2014) concluded that the challenges in L2 academic 

writing, specifically in terms of modality, may be attributed to L1 interference, cultural 

variation, or the contrastive rhetoric hypothesis.  

Despite the scarcity of data on EFL learning and teaching in the Arab world, there 

has been much effort placed on improving the position of English in the curriculum of 

many Arabic countries. The core reason for this promotion of EFL studies lies in the 

growing awareness of key decision-makers about the inseparable connection of 

globalization and international cooperation with the need to have one common language 

in which effective communication can be conducted. Hence, taking into account the 

growing importance of the KSA as a regional and global player, there is a growing need 

to have qualified bilingual professionals speaking both English and Arabic. 

Correspondingly, the past decade has witnessed a gradual but considerable change in 
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the place and status of EFL education in the KSA, which will be discussed in more 

detail in the following section.  

2.5.3 EFL Education’s Status and Principles in Saudi Arabia  

As stated by Alresheed (2012), the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has recently risen as 

a global player in world politics and commerce, which implies that further growth, 

development, and globalization dictate the need for the country to become more 

internationally open and responsive. One of the preconditions for building and 

sustaining strong relationships with other countries is communication, so taking into 

account that English is fast becoming the lingua franca of the world, the Saudi 

government has realized the need to reform the EFL learning tradition in the country for 

the growing generation to become proficient in English (Alresheed, 2012, p. 1). At 

present, the study of EFL is mandatory at schools, colleges, and higher educational 

establishments, although the quality of EFL teaching and learning is still strikingly low.  

Even after several years of intense EFL study, Saudi Arabian students emerge 

from their education facilities unable to communicate in English, possessing only basic 

reading and writing skills. By means of rigorous analysis, Alresheed (2012) found that 

one of the reasons for such poor EFL outcomes in Saudi Arabia is the teachers’ bias 

against English. Teachers have been characterized as teaching without motivation, only 

for economic security, and using traditional language teaching methods inconsistent 

with contemporary communicative approaches to EFL/ESL teaching-learning which are 

popular worldwide.  

A recent study by Liton (2012) implies that the Saudi Ministry of Education has 

become extremely concerned with the “pursuit of excellence in effective EFL teaching-

learning in the arena of education but it experiences tardy progress especially in the 

college level” (p. 129). Therefore, English education in Saudi Arabia is now going 

through a number of changes and modifications. In 1999, the Saudi TEFL curriculum 
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was officially formulated by the Directorate of Curriculum under the Ministry of 

Education, stipulating the basic language skills and standards that students should reach 

through general EFL education. The achievement of these objectives is seen as coupled 

with the appreciation of the importance of English as an international medium of 

communication, as well as with the awareness of the ways in which it facilitates benefit 

from achievements of other cultures, and introduces Saudi culture to the rest of the 

world (Liton, 2012).  

To advance the EFL learning context in Saudi Arabia, multiple initiatives are 

being introduced by the Ministry of Education and by private and public educational 

establishments. One of the most beneficial initiatives that promises to bring Saudi 

Arabia in line with other advanced countries in terms of English education is the wide 

and varied use of technology. The study by Morris (2011) aimed at identifying the ways 

in which technology is used in the EFL classroom in the Saudi context. The researcher’s 

findings imply that in the majority of advanced countries, EFL teachers are urged to 

deal with technologically savvy students, and have to present a dynamic EFL learning 

context in order to involve students in the EFL studies. By studying the EFL classes at 

Al Yamamah University in Riyadh, Morris (2011) found that the majority of students 

had a laptop computer or a tablet (such as a Galaxy or an iPad), all had at least one cell 

phone, and many of them used a Blackberry smart phone or an Apple iPhone. 

Practically all students had accounts on Facebook and Twitter, had multiple e-mail 

accounts, and reported using the Internet regularly. The present profile of modern 

students is in conflict with the findings about regular Saudi EFL teachers who are 

known to continue practicing rote and memorization as key EFL learning strategies 

(Morris, 2011).  

Al-Maini (2011) also researched EFL education in Saudi Arabia, and noted that at 

present, the educational system of the country, especially in the field of EFL instruction, 
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is facing the unprecedented challenge of introducing computer technology to the EFL 

classroom. By means of observing the processes and influential factors in EFL teaching 

at a secondary school in Saudi Arabia, the researcher pointed out that schools are now at 

the initial stage of technology development. Moreover, this situation is characterized by 

the availability of computer laboratories for teaching computer studies only, and the 

pronounced lack of classroom computers for EFL and language laboratories in which 

EFL teachers would be able to use the whole set of computer materials now available 

for EFL studies. Al-Maini (2011) also noted that one of the obstacles to full-scale 

introduction of technology into EFL is teachers’ resistance to change, which is 

explained by curriculum pressures and lack of training in computer skills.  

Information Communication Technology (ICT) is now seen as a crucial 

component of EFL teaching and learning, and its availability now serves as a decisive 

contributor to EFL study outcomes. Alshumaim and Alhassan (2010) researched the 

current availability of ICT for EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia, and concluded that the 

most frequently used resource for EFL teaching is the internet, which is used for 

reviewing updates on teaching English. Moreover, the researchers interviewed EFL 

teachers and found that their respondents felt they had inadequate experience regarding 

the use of ICT in their classrooms. Support from educational administration was also 

assessed as inadequate in terms of motivation, equipment and training opportunities for 

teachers. Therefore, the integration of computers into regular classrooms, computer 

training and the use of home PCs were assessed as strategies potentially capable of 

improving EFL outcomes in modern Saudi schools (Alshumaim & Alhassan, 2010).  

A similar problem was recently pointed out by Alahmari (2014). The researcher 

conducted a study of technology use in the EFL classroom in Saudi Arabia, and found 

that in the light of recent educational reforms in the KSA, the use of technology has 

become a mandatory element supporting EFL learning. The researcher focused on the 
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EFL teachers’ use of technology, willingness to use it, and teachers’ perceptions 

regarding the Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) and its 

usefulness for teaching. The findings of Alahmari (2014) indicate that despite the 

common willingness to use technology reported by Saudi EFL teachers, the level of 

real-life technology use in classrooms is still comparatively low. However, the 

researcher also found a direct link between TPACK, technology, and positive EFL 

teaching outcomes, thus providing evidence for the need to include technology into the 

EFL classroom.  

According to Liton (2012), measures that can be taken to improve the EFL 

situation in the KSA should first of all encompass the building of cultural awareness 

among learners in the target language, as cultural compatibility is a serious issue of 

concern between the Arabic- and English-speaking countries. Therefore, EFL teachers 

should become the primary motivators of students, aiming to achieve a level of cultural 

competence at which their own cultural beliefs and values would not interfere with the 

learning process. Moreover, the linguistic differences between Arabic and English may 

hinder EFL students’ progress. As Liton (2012) indicated, “due to basic different 

functioning linguistic mechanisms of Arabic and English languages, Saudi students 

encounter certain crucial challenges while they attempt to learn English” (p. 134). This 

challenge may be addressed by means of using Arabic as a facilitator rather than an 

obstacle in studying English, for example, by offering comparisons of grammatical 

functions, oral expressions, linguistic elements in sentences, idioms, parts of speech, 

etc., to enhance students’ L2 comprehension.  

Another issue of concern in terms of improving EFL education in Saudi Arabia 

relates to teacher preparation. The problem was noted by Al-Hazmi (2003) who 

characterized teacher preparation programs in the KSA as “non-systematic and 

inadequate” (p. 341). The major portion of EFL teachers in the country graduated from 
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Colleges of Education and Faculties of Arts in Saudi educational establishments 

offering only Bachelor’s degrees. During such studies, English students are usually 

taught English language and literature, applied linguistics and translation, with scant 

attention paid to teaching methodology. Therefore, Al-Hazmi emphasized the need for 

improving and reforming programs for teacher preparation in the KSA, making them 

more systematic in terms of pre- and in-service EFL teacher preparation. However, 

outlining successful pathways for the improvement of EFL education in the KSA is 

possible only after recognizing the structural problems and deficiencies associated with 

it, something which will be undertaken in the following section of this literature review.  

2.5.4 Structural Problems and Deficiencies of EFL Education in Saudi Arabia  

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was established as an independent state on the 

world political map in 1932, and since then, has experienced unprecedented growth and 

development in terms of economy, health, science and technology. The field of 

education has also been developing rapidly, and the increasing tempo of the KSA’s 

participation in international affairs – “presently the government, policy makers, 

teachers, and students are aware of the importance of English” – has shaped the KSA 

government’s efforts at increasing EFL proficiency among the Saudi population 

(Rahman & Alhaisoni, 2013, p. 112). However, there is still much to do in the way of 

achieving an optimal level of ELT development. In addition to the problems of cultural 

character, there are many structural problems and deficiencies in the ELT sector of 

Saudi education.  

The research of Khan (2011) was dedicated to the investigation of the challenges 

of learning English in Saudi Arabia. The researcher admitted that English in Saudi 

Arabia serves a very limited purpose, but it is still regarded as an essential attribute for 

the social and technological development of the country. EFL teaching in the Saudi 

context serves to strengthen the foundation of English, and lay the basis for specific 
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English acquired by students during their higher education in the fields of business, 

health and IT, etc. Khan’s (2011) major observations were that “despite good overall 

planning, purposive curriculum, integrated textbooks, qualified teachers, achievement is 

below the expectations” (p. 1248). Among the factors affecting the teaching process in 

Saudi Arabia, Khan (2011) delineated the problems students face because they do not 

study English at an early age, do not use English as a medium of instruction, and also 

because of the environment and humble family educational background, as well as the 

inadequacy of the infrastructure and school buildings in regards to EFL educational 

needs.  

A similar problem was recognized by Al-Seghayer (2005) – the researcher noted 

that English in the KSA performed only one function out of four generally recognized 

for language teaching (regulative, instrumental, interpersonal and imaginative-

innovative). In the researcher’s opinion, English was used in the KSA only in its 

instrumental function, as a tool for learning. When describing the history of ELT in 

Saudi Arabia, Al-Seghayer (2005) noted that the period of its introduction is not clear 

because of the KSA’s independence from any Western power, and the ELT initiatives 

being guided only upon the planning and organizing efforts of the KSA government. 

Therefore, taking into account that ELT was introduced into the Saudi curriculum by 

people who also were at most EFL learners themselves, the researcher assumed that the 

structural deficiency of EFL learning had its roots in these early governmental 

initiatives.  

The major problem facing EFL learning and teaching in the KSA is a lack of a 

coherent, effective and research-based national curriculum that takes into account the 

problems and challenges Arabic speakers encounter when learning English, but would 

at the same time be oriented towards modern ways of studying, integrating the 

communicative approach to EFL with modern media and technology. Although English 
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enjoys a very high status in KSA, as it is the only foreign language mandatory for study 

in public and private schools, and is taught as a core subject in public intermediate and 

secondary grades, with all private school grades, and even non-English majors obliged 

to take a mandatory entry exam in English, progress is still far from achieving real-life 

proficiency in English (Al-Seghayer, 2005). Therefore, methodological concerns and 

cultural differences are the issues of the highest priority which must to be addressed by 

the KSA educational policy-makers as soon as possible in order to contribute to 

effective and normal functioning of the EFL system in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 

and to help EFL learners achieve higher proficiency levels in writing and reading, as 

well as sound communicative competencies in speaking and listening.  

Fortunately, the understanding of the structural problems that underlie the overall 

poor achievement of Saudi students in English education has come to the forefront of 

policymakers’ attention in Saudi Arabia. According to the account of Lotbinière (2011), 

the long-standing resistance to teaching English in primary schools has finally been 

overcome in Saudi Arabia, and the starting age was reduced from 11 to 9 starting from 

2012. This decision was made at the meeting of the Saudi governmental cabinet, and 

undermined the previous religious opposition to studying English at an early age which 

had determined that early introduction to English could reduce the students’ 

competency in Arabic and Islamic studies. The religious authorities’ claims were 

dismissed because the increasing demands of the competitive job market in Saudi 

Arabia required a high level of English proficiency, and because pressing research 

evidence showed that starting to learn English at an earlier age is potentially much more 

favourable for the further EFL learning success. At present, upon making this important 

decision about the age at which English education should begin, the issue of concern 

left for educators is to recruit and train enough EFL specialists to deliver additional 

classes for Saudi students (Lotbinière, 2011).  
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One of the fundamental steps to be taken for improving the status and outcomes 

of English studies in the KSA was noted by Javid and Farooq (2012). The researchers 

recommended focusing on Saudi English-major students’ and teachers’ attitudes 

towards ELT in Saudi Arabia, and identifying the most troubling aspects of EFL 

learning, which people practicing EFL learning and teaching can point out. Thus, the 

researchers undertook research by surveying 103 students and 31 English teachers of a 

state university in Saudi Arabia regarding their suggestions for ELT improvement. Both 

groups of respondents agreed that the EFL classroom should become more interactive, 

that classrooms need equipment with modern teaching resources, that students’ 

language proficiency is generally poor, mainly because of their motivation only to pass 

English proficiency tests instead of focusing on gaining communicative competencies 

and skills. Therefore, in relation to such observations among respondents, Javid and 

Farooq (2012) recommended that the university’s policy-makers and administrators 

start remedial courses for weaker students and renovate the classrooms, thus introducing 

more individually focused motivation for EFL teaching and learning for both teachers 

and learners.  

Hence, overcoming inefficiencies in ELT curriculum and resources in Saudi 

Arabia is one of the number one priorities in the country today, realizing the growing 

importance of English as an international medium of communication, and 

acknowledging the gaps in ELT in the Kingdom. According to Rahman and Alhaisoni 

(2013), deficiencies that contribute to the negative state of ELT the most at present are 

as follows: improperly trained teachers; inadequacy of teaching methodology provided; 

conservative teacher-centred rather than learner-centred EFL activities; low level of 

students’ aptitude, initial preparedness and motivation; compartmentalization versus the 

whole language approach; lack of emphasis on skill development; almost exclusive 

emphasis on rote learning; outdated textbooks and teaching materials, improper 
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assessment methods; and little exposure to English (p. 115). Addressing these problems 

may substantially contribute to the improvement of the overall ELT outcomes in the 

KSA. However, to be successful, such improvement initiatives should be applied in 

tandem, without treating each problem in an isolated way. Only a comprehensive and 

systematic approach will aid Saudi society and its government to gain proficiency in 

English, and these efforts should become increasingly important to the understandings 

of the Saudi authorities in the near future (Rahman & Alhaisomi, 2013).  

With these needs in mind, the writer of this study uses research that will improve 

researchers’ understanding of peculiarities of LLS use during L2 learning by Saudi 

learners. Such detailed knowledge will provide educators with an opportunity to design 

effective L2 learning materials and techniques for students to be able to develop greater 

level of L2 proficiency. Tailoring studies to the LLS use peculiarities may aid Saudi 

learners in their unique language learning paths differing from other cultures, thus 

advancing overall Saudi progress EFL studies.  

2.6 Chapter Summary 

As the evidence presented in this chapter suggests, learning is a natural process to 

which all human beings are exposed throughout their lives. Learning in its most general 

sense represents acquisition of new knowledge and development of new behaviours. 

Language learning takes place according to similar cognitive mechanisms as other 

learning, and it refers to acquisition of new linguistic information, memorization and 

recognition of certain language patterns, and learning to apply the new language items 

in communication situations. There are different theories of learning that have 

dominated the scientific thought at different periods of its development, including 

cognitivism, constructivism and behaviourism, etc. Learning a language can be 

explained through any of them, but a distinct SLA framework has developed in the 
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course of language learning and language research history to seek explanations and 

theoretical/methodological evidence for the processes involved in SLA.  

All individuals learn foreign languages in their own way, even though there are 

certain unified curricula by which students study. The individual choices regarding 

approaching certain language learning tasks are referred to as students’ language 

learning strategies (LLS), and there has been extant research on identifying and 

classifying LLS, as well as understanding what makes students prefer some LLS to 

others, and what LLS contribute to more effective language learning. There are a 

number of classification systems put forward to date, but the most commonly used is 

Oxford’s (1990) SILL toolkit, a comprehensive assessment and analysis tool that has 

been applied across a range of LLS-related studies. Individual characteristics on which 

LLS choice depends are considered to be the students’ age, gender, level of language 

proficiency and cultural background determining prior language learning (and general 

educational) experiences.  

In regard to EFL learning and teaching practices in the Arab world, numerous 

researchers have pointed out that exceptional attention is paid to ELT but there has been 

major resistance from conservative members of society who disapprove of Western 

values and lifestyles. The pervasive impact of English in Arabic education is seen as a 

threat to the Islamic culture and religion, so ELT almost always is undertaken separately 

from the cultural context of its use, which makes EFL proficiency very low among 

Arabic students. These drawbacks, coupled with the absence of necessary technology 

and multimedia materials for EFL teaching, absence of suitable EFL methodologies and 

a lack of teachers’ preparation, contribute to the low quality of ELT as well. A similar 

situation has been observed in Saudi Arabia, though an increase in English proficiency 

has been included among national educational objectives, and many resources have 

been allocated to its accomplishment. Hence, research findings show that cultural 
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sensitivity should be added to ELT in Saudi Arabia, and more ICT and new 

communicative approaches should be involved in the educational process.  

Guided by the research objectives mentioned earlier in this thesis, this chapter has 

outlined and evaluated the key themes and theories that will provide a framework for 

the next section of this dissertation. Therefore, the next chapter will present the 

methodology for this research. 
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Chapter 3 – Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter will present the methodology used in this study. It includes 

considerations of the research design proposed for the study, the sampling method and 

selections of participants, and an overview of the research instruments used in the 

research. Data collection, data analysis tools and ethical considerations will also be 

reviewed.  

3.2 Research Design  

A research design refers to a scientific systematic approach towards studying and 

understanding a problem. The adoption of a research design ensures that the research is 

given direction, and a systematic approach to the problem is adopted in an effort to gain 

answers. The chosen design method affects the discussion, conclusion and the 

recommendations of a research. There are different designs that can be adopted for 

research.  The objectives of this research are to identify the language learning strategies 

used by a group of Saudi Arabian EFL learners, and to identify the relationship between 

their language learning strategy use and their language proficiency level and gender. 

The study also seeks to determine how cultural background affects language learning 

strategy use in language learning, as well as to obtain additional insights from learners’ 

statements about their own strategy use. For these reasons, the research design chosen 

to suit the individual purposes and objectives of the present study is the mixed-method 

research. 

According to Bergman (2008), mixed method research is “the combination of at 

least one qualitative and at least one quantitative component in a single research project 

or program” (Bergman, 2008, p. 1). It is a relatively new research paradigm that 

undermines many conventions across various research methods, since it explicitly 
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combines together different sets of assumptions that were previously regarded as 

belonging to different fields of research. The choice of the mixed-method paradigm is 

beneficial for the present study because, as Hesse-Biber (2010) noted, the influence of 

this research design is growing considerably, especially in the 21
st
 century. The mixing 

of research methods makes it possible to tackle complex and challenging questions, and 

to extend the boundaries of foundational assumptions regarding the ways in which 

knowledge is constructed, and how the process of knowledge creation proceeds (Hesse-

Biber, 2010).  

Creswell and Clark (2007) characterised the mixed-method research paradigm as 

“the type of research in which a researcher or team of researchers combine elements of 

qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., the use of qualitative and 

quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the purposes 

of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 123; 

cited in Creswell & Clark, 2007, p. 4). Hence, as one can see, the mixed-method 

approach is not confined to choosing a varied methodology for validating the 

hypothesis, or exploring a phenomenon. It is a method that helps researchers 

incorporate various, previously conflicting, viewpoints into a single research rationale.  

3.2.1 Mixed Method Research 

The use of both qualitative and quantitative research techniques in a single study 

constitutes mixed method research. A consensus definition by Johnson et al. (2007) 

defines the approach as a type of research in which a researcher or a group of 

researchers combines the elements of qualitative and quantitative approaches in an 

effort to enhance the breadth and depth of research understanding and collaboration. For 

example, the use of data collection, quantitative and qualitative viewpoints, and analysis 

and inference techniques in a single piece of research is an evident use of mixed 

research methodology. Mixed method is cited as the third largest paradigm of research 
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methods with the ability to add attractive alternatives to both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches to research design. Typically, the proponents of this research 

method comply with the compatibility thesis and the philosophy of pragmatism. The 

compatibility thesis enables the use and existence of this research as it states that 

quantitative and qualitative methods are compatible. This compatibility makes it 

possible to be used in a single study. On the other hand, pragmatism philosophy states 

that researchers have the mandate to utilize an approach or mixture of approaches that 

provides the best results in a real world scenario. Therefore, the theory behind the 

existence of this philosophy is that what works is useful and should be utilized. This is 

irrespective of any paradigm, philosophical framework or any specific types of 

assumptions. Currently, proponents of mixed research are based on the fundamental 

principal of mixed research which shifts from an initial dependence on pragmatism to 

the conviction that a researcher should use methods with complementary strengths but 

without overlapping weaknesses. In more recent research, there has been the 

identification that qualitative and qualitative research are not incompatible and their 

combination can result in better understanding of social phenomena (Hashemi & Babaii, 

2013). The application of concurrent designs in mixed methods research is more 

common than the sequential design. The effectiveness of the concurrent approach 

ensures that data obtained from both quantitative and qualitative approaches has the 

same time relevance. This feature emerges from a study of linguistic articles since 1995 

to 2008. Both strands of the mixed methods approach should receive equal emphasis at 

the point of analysis (Hashemi & Babaii, 2013). The nature of this approach to research 

as a versatile research methodology would facilitate more effective uses of mixed 

methods in the future.   

Further data from recent research emerges in Riazi and Candlin (2014), who also 

recognize the increasing application of MMR in social contexts. Their study indicates 
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the importance of applying both quantitative and qualitative approaches for the 

achievement of complementary outcomes. These purposes for the application of MMR 

include development, as well as the identification of paradox, which is regarded as 

initiation. Further, there is an emphasis on the decision to apply either a concurrent or 

sequential design to the MMR (Riazi and Candlin, 2014) (Hashemi & Babaii, 2013). 

This design features in the selection of samples and the application of data collection 

techniques. Thus, researchers have the opportunity to apply MMR in form of eclectic, 

principled eclectic and innovative approaches (Riazi and Candlin, 2014). The outcomes 

of the methodology exhibit strengthen the existing component, but without affecting the 

systemic integration of the research (Riazi and Candlin, 2014). 

3.2.2 The Five Ps of Mixed Method Research 

Some mixed methods proponents acknowledge the challenges, controversies and 

crises that face mixed method researchers (Mingers, 2001; Tashakkori and Teddlie 

2003; Onwuegbuzie and Collins 2007). Mingers continues to identify certain barriers to 

multi method research which he identifies as insurmountable barriers. These are 1) 

philosophical, namely the issue of paradigm incommensurability, 2) cultural, or the 

extent to which institutions mitigate against mixed method enquiries, 3) psychological, 

with respect to whether individual researchers are more comfortable with either 

qualitative or quantitative methods and 4) practical, with respect to institutional cultures 

and pressures to publish, as well as difficulties in securing funding for longer-term 

research (2001, p. 245). In addition to this, Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007, p. 304) 

define four crises in mixed research and show how each of them can enhance sampling 

design considerations. These include crises of 1) legitimation, referring to issues of 

internal and external validity common to both qualitative and quantitative methods, 2) 

integration, which “refers to the extent to which combining qualitative and quantitative 

approaches can address adequately the research goal, research objective(s), research 
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purpose(s), and research question(s)” (2007, p. 303), 3) representation, as there are 

sampling issues and issues of representativeness associated with both quantitative and 

qualitative methods and 4) politics (referring to conflicts which arise as a result of 

collaboraations between qualitative and quantitative researchers). In detailing the 

rationales behind the choice of a research method, Brannen refers to the “three Ps” 

which include pragmatic, politics and paradigms (Brannen, 2005). Furthermore, 

Bazeley (2003) identifies the five Ps framework, which acts as a means of exploration 

and presents challenges posed by mixed methods to researchers willing to provide a 

comprehensive and innovative research method. These five Ps are further explored 

below include paradigms, praxis, proficiency, pragmatism and publishing. Praxis and 

proficiency detail and evaluate issues relating to methods and methodology. Paradigms 

and pragmatism detail socio-political and conceptual orientations including 

philosophical and theoretical frameworks. The five Ps framework  acts as a means of 

exploration and presents challenges posed by mixed methods to researchers willing to 

provide a comprehensive and innovative research method. The major components 

explored include paradigms, praxis, proficiency, pragmatism and publishing. The key 

issues and challenges arising from these components are presented in the table below 

with an alignment to the learning objectives identified for taking mixed method research 

as identified by Bazeley (2003).  
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Table 3.1: The Five Ps of Mixed Method Research (Cameron, 2011, p. 97) 

 

 
 

The five components of mixed method research can be mapped under the key 

issues and developments in the field of mixed method research. The map is made up of 

three overlapping areas that are the issues of the methodology, the conceptual 

orientations, and the applications of MMR in the contemporary world. The mapping can 
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be done as represented in the following figure. It is worth noting that this is a 

description of mixed method research landscape through the emerging components. 

 

Figure 3.1: Aligning the Five Ps with the Map of MMR (Source: Adapted from 

Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2010, p. 3) 

Subsequently, Creswell (2010) developed a framework to show the major 

developments, priorities and issues in mixed method research. His framework includes 

five domains which are: the essence of mixed method research, the procedural domain, 

the philosophical domain, the political domain, and the adoption of mixed method 

research domain. The philosophical domain is necessary for the worldwide 

classification of views and paradigms. The foundations of mixed method research from 

a philosophical position make use of qualitative theoretical approaches in the provision 

of mixed method research. Using this paradigm, there exists a distinction between 

qualitative and quantitative approaches from the way of thinking and implementing the 

models. Unlike the philosophical model, the procedural model provides an unusual 

model that blends qualitative and quantitative displays. Using this approach, qualitative 

data can be transformed to quantitative data using design notations such as visual 

diagrams. Mixing and integration issues are catered for in this model as the approach 
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induces a rationale for validating and evaluating the ethical issues that may arise in the 

presentation of the model. In the framework, the political domain is essential as it 

defines the power of the mixed method. This includes the funding and justification 

process that is encountered during carrying out the research process. This is applicable 

after the adoption and use domain has been determined. The fields using the method are 

determined and the method of research approach is created. This either includes 

individual or team approaches. The “essence of mixed method” refers to the basic 

definitions of this research method and includes the very nature of the language used to 

describe it. It refers to considerations of whether the use of qualitative and/or 

quantitative language is appropriate to describe and define MMR, and the utility of 

conducting MMR (i.e. why researchers use this method). The following table shows 

how the five Ps in these domains can be aligned and mapped, providing a correlation of 

research approach to the existing models. 

Table 3.2: Aligning the 5 Ps with the Domains of MMR (adapted from Creswell, 

2010, pp. 47-49) 

Domain Domain Description Five Ps 

Framework 

Essence of MMR Nature of MM: 

Definitions 

Bilingual language 

Incorporating MM into existing designs 

P3: Praxis 

Philosophical Philosophical and theoretical issues: 

Combining philosophical positions, 

worldviews & paradigms 

Philosophical foundations of MM 

Use of qualitative theoretical lens in MM 

False distinction between QUAL and 

QUANT 

Thinking in a MM way- mental models 

P1: Paradigms 

P2: Pragmatism 
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Domain Domain Description Five Ps 

Framework 

Procedures Techniques of MM: 

Unusual method blends 

Joint QUAL & QUANT displays 

Transforming QUAL data into counts 

Notation for designs 

Visual diagrams for designs 

Software applications 

Integration & mixing issues 

Rationale for MMR 

Validity 

Ethics 

P4: Proficiency 

Adoption and use Adoptions and use of MM: 

Fields & disciplines using it 

Team approaches 

Linking mixed methods to discipline 

techniques 

Teaching MM to students 

Writing up & reporting 

P3: Praxis 

Political Politicization of MM: 

Funding of MMR 

Deconstructing MM 

Justifying MM 

P5: Politics (of 

publishing MMR) 

 

 

3.2.3 Disadvantages of Mixed Method Research 

Data manipulation and reduction are the two major loopholes from which the 

disadvantages of the mixed method arise. Other challenges also present themselves 

while trying to combine the two types of data within the constraints of the available 

time and resources already allocated for a specific study. This results in compromises in 

the research sample size and the budget allocated for a specific study, which has to be 

stretched to incorporate the studies and the research requirements. There is increased 

data generalizability, sampling and time and it becomes difficult to analyse and sample 

the data. According to Lieber, maybe the most unresolved challenges in mixed method 

research pertain to data handling, management, processing and analysis (Lieber, 2009). 

To enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the method, extra time and money are 
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required, showing increased demerits of the method. When qualitative data is quantized, 

it loses its depth and flexibility. This is a major disadvantage, as the strongpoint of 

qualitative data lies in its depth and flexibility. According to Bazeley, this is a result of 

contradiction between the data codes. On one hand, quantitative data codes are fixed 

and uni-dimensional, while on the other, qualitative data codes are multi-dimensional. 

This means that changing the dimension of qualitative data to reflect a dichotomous 

variable results in a one dimensional, immutable variable (Driscoll et al., 2007). Despite 

this, it is possible for a researcher to avoid data quantization although its time-

consuming and complex, requiring analysis, coding and integration of structured and 

unstructured data (Driscoll et al., 2007). 

Another shortcoming of mixed method research is the inherent challenges of 

providing statistical measurements of qualitative data. According to Roberts, quantified 

qualitative data is vulnerable to collinearity, where statistical relationships are a result 

of the coding strategy employed rather than a true reflection of the data (Roberts, 2000). 

To reduce the time used to analyse the data, researchers have to change their research 

design, including reducing the sample of the research in an effort to affect the statistical 

outcomes such as variance and t-test analyses. As a challenge, this limits the 

researcher’s knowledge and statistical power to support the outcomes of their research 

(Driscoll et al., 2007). Other challenges and weaknesses of mixed method research 

pointed out by Onwuegbuzie & Johnson (2004) are that it is time consuming and 

expensive, and it is also hard to find a dedicated researcher who has inherent knowledge 

of both qualitative and quantitative research methods. Therefore, a balanced utilization 

of the two approaches in the same research becomes a challenge.  

What is lacking is an agreed upon approach for analysing and interpreting 

conflicting results. On one hand, the qualitative research method provides results that 

enhance and augment the quantity of the research. On the other, the quantitative 
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approach provides a detailed framework for carrying out the research or experiment. 

The individual models each possess certain disadvantages. Some of these demerits are 

not automatically resolved by the combination of the two methods into a mixed method. 

Quantitative research does not provide the natural meaning of this disadvantage as 

presented by qualitative research. This becomes a disadvantage where the context of the 

research domain is not fully defined or is ignored by the researcher. To acquire the best 

results for using this model, a large sample of the research domain must be studied and 

scrutinized. The higher the sample evaluated, the better the chances of attaining 

statistically correct allegations. This poses a challenge to the research resources, 

especially where the researcher is constrained within specific research resources. 

Qualitative research subjects the researcher to involvement with the participants of the 

study. As a result, the researcher interprets the results based on a subjective view which 

may be biased in many cases. The data gathered is, therefore, skewed and an effort to 

manipulate the data quantitatively is not a guarantee that the research will result in 

quality research. 

In an effort to minimize the above disadvantages, a balance is struck between the 

two approaches (qualitative and quantitative), and the previous four crises of the mixed 

method approach. Data legitimation is achieved to determine the quantity of data to be 

used. In addition, integration crises are resolved through a critical evaluation of the 

available resources and provision of these resources to the researcher prior to the 

commencement of the research. The research takes a personal approach, where the 

researcher is involved with the participants in the presence of a neutral third party, 

eliminating the challenges of ambiguity and bias. In addition, the best research method, 

with corresponding research tools, is the method which better provides an answer to the 

research questions. In this study the qualitative data was used to compliment the 

quantitative data. As it will be further explored below, a quantative approach was more 
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appropriate to answer the research questions 1-3, whereas a qualitative approach was 

more appropriate to answer questions 4 and 5.  

3.2.4 Advantages of Mixed Method Research 

There are numerous benefits associated with mixed method research. Due to its 

intuitive and logical appeal, it provides a bridge between quantitative and qualitative 

paradigms. As a result, an increasing number of researchers are utilizing the method to 

carry out their work (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2006). Among its benefits is the ability to 

correlate the needs of the study directly to the purpose of the method. According to 

Migiro and Magangi, understanding the key issue of the subject under scrutiny is 

essential before making efforts to embark on any further development (Migiro & 

Magangi, 2011). Another valuable certainty is the ability to triangulate the data and 

support its validity as well as the level of variance. A mixed method approach also 

ensures that both qualitative and quantitative data supplement each other, resulting in 

more consistent and defensible results. This is done through a proper integration where 

each clarifies the other throughout the entire study. On one hand, qualitative data shows 

the quality of the research and correlates the need of the method to the subject under 

study. On the other, quantitative study shows the extent of the research domain and 

provides a valuable source to enhance the research, as an additional supplement that 

bolsters the results and effectiveness of the study (Migiro & Magangi, 2011). The 

ability of the approach to clarify and explain any conflicting theories or complexities is 

an inherent benefit that has been cited by various authors and cannot be overlooked 

(Driscoll et al., 2007). There is still some debate regarding the effectiveness of this 

approach to research. According to Creswell, a combination of research methods is 

ultimately beneficial as opposed to utilizing qualitative or quantitative approaches alone 

(Creswell, 2009). Different themes and opinions emerge through the use of mixed 

methods that otherwise would not have been discovered (Driscoll et al., 2007). It is the 
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need for such a discovery that makes the use of mixed method research a reliable tool to 

use for research. 

To recall, this research aims to answer the following questions: 

1. What is the general pattern of language learning strategy use among Saudi 

Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall strategy use and the six 

categories of the strategies, as presented in Oxford’s Strategy Inventory for 

Language Learning (SILL)? 

2. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to language proficiency? 

3. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to gender? 

4. How does cultural background affect language learning strategy use in 

language learning? 

5. What additional insights can be gained from students’ statements about their 

strategy use?  

As noted above, the nature of the questions often dictates the most appropriate 

research method to be used. Whereas questions 1 to 3 sought to establish an objective 

relationship between variables that could be easily measured, questions 4 and 5 were 

exploratory questions, prone to nuanced responses. Consequently, a quantitative 

approach was more appropriate to answer questions 1 to 3, whereas a qualitative 

approach was better suited to answer questions 4 and 5.  As such, a mixed method 

approach needed to be followed in order to answer these questions. Furthermore, some 

of the questions answered by participants via the (quantitative) SILL questionnaire were 

answered again in the context of a semi-structured (qualitative) interview, thus 

providing an opportunity for triangulation of data. As a researcher, the need to present 

original, authentic and unbiased research results was a major factor that led to the 

adoption of the mixed method approach. In addition, the merits mentioned previously 

will inevitably clarify and explain any conflicting theories or challenges encountered in 



 125 

the research. The next section will discuss the instruments that have been used to collect 

data for this research.  

3.3 Instruments 

As this study aimed to determine the language learning strategies employed by a 

group of Saudi EFL students, a suitable exploration instrument was chosen to examine 

the strategies used among the targeted population. Two questionnaires were used for 

data collection. The first one was the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) 

devised by Rebecca Oxford (1990) as an instrument for assessing the frequency of use 

of language learning strategies by students  to answer the first research question (refer 

to Appendix 1: SILL Questionnaire). The second one was a background questionnaire 

which was used to document information about the participants and answer research 

questions two and three (refer to Appendix 2: Background Questionnaire). In addition 

to these, semi-structured interviews were used to collect data to answer research 

questions four and five. Detailed discussion of each of the above tools will be presented 

in the following sections. 

3.3.1 Fundamentals of the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) 

Oxford (1990) set out a language learning system and strategy classification based 

on earlier research into learning strategies. The two main classifications were direct and 

indirect strategies. In the direct approach, specific ways of using language are sub-

divided into memory, compensation and cognitive strategies. On the other hand, indirect 

strategies do not use the language directly. On the contrary, they support language 

learning and are classified further into affective, social and metacognitive strategies 

(Ehrman & Oxford, 1990). A summary of the two strategies is shown in Table 3.3 

below. 
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Table 3.3: Direct and Indirect Strategies (Oxford, 1990, p. 17) 

Direct Strategies Indirect Strategies  

Memory 

A. Creating mental linkages  

B. Applying images and sounds  

C. Reviewing well  

D. Employing action 

Cognitive 

A. Practising  

B. Receiving and sending messages 

strategies  

C. Analysing and reasoning  

D. Creating structure for input and output 

Compensation 

A. Guessing intelligently  

B. Overcoming limitations in speaking and 

writing 

Metacognitive 

A. Centring your learning  

B. Arranging and planning your learning  

C. Evaluating your learning 

 

Affective 

A. Lowering your anxiety  

B. Encouraging yourself  

C. Taking your emotional temperature 

 

Social 

A. Asking questions  

B. Cooperating with others  

C. Empathising with others 

 

 

The above categories can be seen as memory strategies for remembering and 

retrieving new and existing information. Cognitive strategies are used for producing and 

understanding the language, while compensation strategies enhance the use of the 

language despite a lack of knowledge. Coordinating the learning process is enhanced by 

metacognitive strategies while emotions are kept in check and regulated by affective 

strategies. Lastly, social strategies enable cooperation and promote the ability of 

learning with others (Oxford, 1990). The above six strategies are further subdivided to 

incorporate nineteen secondary strategies and a further sixty two strategies that lay the 

basis for the fundamentals of Strategy Inventory and Language Learning (SILL) 

(Oxford, 1990). 

The classification of language learning strategies as outlined by Oxford is 

comprehensive and detailed. However, more recent studies in the field such as those by 

Ehrman & Oxford (1989), Oxford & Nyikos (1989), Phillips (1991), and Green (1991) 

indicate that learners who utilise the SILL learning strategies increase their language 

proficiency. Therefore, the SILL becomes an effective instrument to test ESL and EFL 

learners in language learning, which will be further discussed in the following section. 
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3.3.1.1 Advantages of SILL 

SILL is the world’s most widely recognized strategy scale for accessing the use of 

language learning strategies. It is an influential instrument in the field of language 

learning strategies and a fundamental hierarchy in learning strategies today (Rivera-

Mills & Plonsky 2007). It is well known in the use of surveys, questionnaires and rating 

scales. There are numerous advantages associated with the SILL strategy as presented 

in this research methodology. The SILL is well-scaled for the research, making it easy 

and quick to give. As a result, it is easy to provide a general assessment of all the 

participants in the research. This is specifically done across a variety of tasks that may 

be carried out. Whether administered by pencil and paper or by computer, the strategies 

are not threatening and can be administered assuring full confidentiality for the 

participants. 

The SILL is self-scoring and provides immediate feedback that is essential to the 

researcher and the participants. The students are able to discover qualities about 

themselves through taking a strategy scale. On the other hand, the researcher gains 

summative information that they may correlate with previous research. This makes 

drawing conclusions on the major research variables affecting the research participants 

a possibility. The time spent during the research is, therefore, minimal and this is 

effective in conducting worldwide research. The variables cited earlier as affecting the 

research can be well analysed based on the responses of the research participants and 

the immediate feedback. It is difficult for researchers to use standard observational 

methods. As a result, they resolve this by using learner self-reports due to its simplicity. 

In addition, the validity of the SILL “rests on its link with language performance 

(course grades, standardized test scores, ratings of proficiency), as well as its 

relationship to learning styles” (Oxford 1996, p. 28). Furthermore, the reliability of the 
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SILL questionnaire as a measure is high across many cultural groups, and few of the 

alternative language learning questionnaires have published validity and reliability data. 

3.3.1.2 Disadvantages of SILL 

Despite the considerable merits of the SILL, there are some underlying 

disadvantages that challenge its use. One is that it does not provide detailed information 

about the language learning strategies used by students in their response to specific 

language learning tasks. The user of learner self-report is dependent on the attitude and 

willingness of the research participants to give free participatory information. The 

learners must be willing and able to describe their behaviour, both cognitive and 

emotional, as reported by Harlow 1988, and emphasized by Oxford 1990. The validity 

of the approach becomes questionable due to the social desirability response bias, or the 

participants’ tendency to answer in the way they perceive the researcher wants them to 

answer. This bias is usually identified by a moderate to high correlation between the 

Marlowe-Crown Social Desirability Scale and a given instrument like the SILL. 

However, it has been shown that this is not the case with the SILL (Oxford 1996). 

Biased conclusions and recommendations and over-subjectivity and the inability to 

verbalize are clearly other challenges of the approach which face the researcher. This is 

mainly due to low self-awareness among the learners. However, continued research in 

the field shows that learners are capable of recalling the strategies they use and can even 

describe them objectively and lucidly. This is especially the case in situations where 

sanctions and grades are associated with the strategy being used (Chamot and Kupper, 

1989; O’Malley and Chamot, 1990). For this reason, SILL was used in this study. 

3.3.1.3 Psychometric Qualities of SILL 

Three fields are covered by the psychometric qualities of SILL and these are 

utility, reliability and validity. 
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Utility: The reliability and validity of an instrument does not automatically reflect 

its usefulness. Utility refers to the usefulness of the instrument from the perspective of 

real-world scenarios that influence decision-making and impact people’s lives. The 

strategy inventory for language learning has utility. The usefulness of an instrument is 

applicable in the classroom, where its goal is to reveal the relationship between a 

particular strategy and the use of a language. The reason for this goal is to show the 

relationship between these variables. It becomes possible to determine whether 

language learning can be enhanced through enhancing the strategy in use. Other 

accompanying objectives include assessing the use of the strategy at a certain specific 

point. This determination enhances latter comparison on grounds of differences in 

strategies by gender (male and female), differences in strategy interventions, and the 

link between strategy use and learning styles. 

Reliability: The quality of research is dependent upon its reliability. Reliability is 

the degree of precision and accuracy of the instrument used for the research. There are 

different reliability indexes that can be used with strategy intervention for language 

learning in an effort to guarantee the reliability of the research. The Cronbach alpha is 

an example of a reliability index that provides an internal measure of consistency. The 

resultant coefficient is drived from a Likert scale in the SILL. 

Validity: A valid piece of research is determined by the degree of validity. 

Validity refers to the degree of accuracy upon which an instrument of measure provides 

results. There are several different bases to which validity rests. One is the content 

validity that is determined from a professional point of view and judgment. The SILL 

content validity is high due to the comprehensive language learning strategy taxonomy 

used. The second is a criterion-related validity study that shows language performance, 

which involves either a predictive or a concurrent relationship between key variables. 

The two relationships are shown with the SILL and the language performance. The 
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evidence provides an assertion of the validity of SILL by providing a psychometric 

quality to the research method. Language performance is measured in a number of 

ways: by oral language proficiency tests, general language proficiency tests and 

proficiency self-ratings (Oxford & Nyikos, 1989; Watanabe, 1990; Chang, 1991). 

Others include grades in the language course, and language career status at a 

professional level (Ehrman & Oxford, 1989). The combination of these qualities is the 

fundamental upon which rests the relevance of the SILL approach which has been 

adopted in this research. They influence a quality point of view for enhancing the 

research. 

3.3.1.4 Relevance of SILL to the Research 

The instrument used for collecting data on strategy use will be Oxford’s (1990) 

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (50-item Version 7.0 for ESL/EFL). The 

SILL is a self-scoring survey, and is available in several versions depending upon 

whether the group under scrutiny is learning English as a second language or as a 

foreign language. The structure is based on Oxford’s classification system, discussed in 

Chapter 2, whereby strategies are grouped into six categories: affective, social, 

metacognitive, memory, cognitive and compensatory. Each item in the survey is a 

statement saying, ‘I do ...’ (e.g., I pay attention when someone is speaking), and 

students respond on a 5- point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“Never or almost never true 

of me”), to 5 (“Always or almost always true of me”). 

There are many reasons SILL was selected for the current research data 

collection. First, it is an important instrument in the field of language learning strategy 

for assessing the frequency of use of LLSs by students. Second, it is one of the most 

useful manuals of learner strategy assessment tools currently available 

In addition to this, it is estimated that 40-50 major studies, including dissertations 

and theses, have employed the SILL. Approximately 9,000 language learners have been 
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involved in studies using the instrument since it was developed. It has been translated 

into a number of languages, including Chinese, French, German and Spanish (Oxford & 

Burry-Stock, 1995).  The figures relate to the 1990s and no up-to-date figures are 

available. It has also been stated that the SILL appears to be the only language learning 

strategy instrument that has been checked for its reliability and validity (Oxford & 

Burry-Stock, 1995). Furthermore, Green and Oxford (1995) indicated that the reliability 

of the SILL, assessed by Cronbach’s alpha for internal consistency, is ordinarily in the 

.90 range. There is also considerable evidence that the SILL is valid after being checked 

in multiple ways, including its construct validity, content validity, and criterion-related 

validity (Oxford & Burry-Stock, 1995).  

The SILL is a structured self-report instrument that includes Likert-type scale 

items ranging from 1 (“Never or almost never true of me”), the lowest degree in the 

measurement of the variable, to 5 (“Always or almost always true of me”), the highest 

degree. Oxford (1990, p. 300) has provided criteria for judging the degree of strategy 

use as follows: 

Table 3.4: Guidelines for Understanding Average Scores on the SILL 

High 
Always or almost always used 4.5 to 5.0 

Usually used 3.5 to 4.4 

Medium Sometimes used 2.5 to 3.4 

Low 
Generally not used 1.5 to 2.4 

Never or almost never used 1.0 to 1.4 

 

The version of the SILL used in this study is a 50-item instrument that is divided 

into two main groups, direct strategies and indirect strategies, each of which are further 

subdivided into six groups. The SILL instrument contains 50 short statements each 

describing the use of one strategy. These statements are further grouped into six 

categories according to Oxford’s strategy system described earlier in Chapter 2. The six 

categories are memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective and social. 

The 50 items are categorized into six parts, each representing a subscale or category. 
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The six categories include memory (items 1 through 9), cognitive (items 10 through 

23), and compensation (items 24 through 29), which Oxford (1990) classified as “direct 

strategies” (p. 37). The other three subcategories that fall under the category of indirect 

strategies include metacognitive (items 30 through 38), affective (items 39 through 44), 

and social (items 45 through 50). The SILL was chosen as the main instrument for the 

present study because of its comprehensiveness (Ellis, 1994), and because of claims that 

it is valid, reliable, and appears to be lacking in social desirability response bias 

(Oxford, 1996; Oxford & Burry-Stock, 1995). 

In addition to using SILL to identify the language learning strategies used by a 

group of Saudi Arabian EFL learners, the researcher used a background questionnaire to 

document information about the participants such as their gender and English language 

proficiency levels. This background questionnaire will be discussed in detail in the next 

section. 

3.3.2 Background Questionnaire 

The second tool used by the researcher to collect data from participants was a 

background questionnaire (refer to Appendix 2: Background Questionnaire). 

Background questionnaires represent an essential part of the research, since they elicit 

historical information about the research participants, and help the researcher 

understand the behaviour and performance of participants during the research (Rubin & 

Chisnell, 2011). The main goal of the background questionnaire is to confirm whether 

the right participants were chosen for the study, since there are cases in which mistakes 

in sampling are made, and this would be likely to impact on the reliability and validity 

of findings. Rouchdy (2012) also confirmed the purpose of the background 

questionnaire as being used to elicit background information from participants. For the 

purposes of the present study, both socio-demographic and educational background 

need to be identified through the background questionnaires, which will be of high 
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value in interpreting the research results, mainly in relation to language proficiency and 

gender. The measure of language proficiency in this research will be reflected by 

participants reporting their score on the STEP, a Standardized Test of English 

Proficiency developed by the National Center for assessment in Higher Education in 

Saudi Arabia. Based on the growing international need for fluent English language 

speakers, several academic and non-academic institutions approached the National 

Center for Assessment in Higher Education calling for the development of an English 

test that could measure the proficiency of their applicants. Consequently the Center 

formed a committee consisting of specialists in the fields of English and psychometric 

measurement. The committee looked first into available international, regional and local 

test experiences and practices. It also sought consultation from institutions that 

specialize in standardized language testing, and even made field visits to some of these 

institutions. After this survey, the committee reached the conclusion that there was 

considerable need for a test that could fulfil the stated goals. 

STEP is an acronym for Standardized Test of English Proficiency. It is designed 

in an objective and unbiased manner to test a person’s level of proficiency in the use of 

English. The test is made up of the following four components: 

1. Reading Comprehension (RC – 40%),  

2. Structure (ST – 30%),  

3. Listening Comprehension (LC – 20%), 

4. Compositional Analysis (CA – 10%). 

The committee chose these four components and their respective weightings after 

consultation and research into approaches used by both regional and international 

bodies responsible for the production of similar English tests, as well as feedback 

provided by the national organizations requesting such a test. Contingent on statistical 

analysis and feedback on STEP results, the weighting of the four components may be 
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subject to revision depending on the needs of the beneficiaries. It should be added that 

STEP is uniquely designed by English language professors and experts who are native 

to the region and, therefore, knowledgeable about local abilities and needs. This 

drastically lowers the possibility of cultural and social bias and provides a more 

appropriate tool for objective assessment. The Center states that the STEP should be 

used for those seeking: 

 Admission as an undergraduate to a university or college 

 Admission to a graduate program 

 Exemption from certain courses 

 Teacher certification 

 Employment in the private sector 

 A report of English proficiency for private use 

 

 The actual STEP test has 100 items distributed among the four components 

previously mentioned. With additional time allotted for non-scorable trial items and 

instructions, the total test time is 3 hours. Items are evaluated statistically with classical 

and Item Response Theory (IRT) models. Items are included if their classical difficulty 

is reasonable (average difficulty for the total test is around 0.5) and their discrimination 

is around 0.3. They also have to meet the criteria of the IRT three-parameter model:  

 Good discrimination (above 0.50),  

 Coverage of the ability spectrum, 

 Low guessing parameter value. 

 

For this research, reliability of every tool is based on the study sample and not the 

entire population. The reliability of STEP for the first version is 0.93, which indicates 

that the STEP is highly reliable. Initial validity was calculated for the relationship 

between the STEP score and the High School English Test of the Ministry of Education. 
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The findings indicate that the correlation is significant (r = 0.47). Furthermore, STEP 

correlated at .68 with IELTS, and at .76 with the TOEFL, indicating a strong relation 

with those tests. It also differentiated between student levels in the English Departments 

at the university level.  

In addition to the STEP score, the students were asked in the background 

questionnaire to report on their actual progress in English by providing their university 

cumulative average scores of the English courses they had taken up to the point of 

completing the questionnaire. According to the University’s GPA policy, cumulative 

GPA is a summation of all attempts at all courses over all semesters while the student 

has been enrolled in a particular program. The cumulative GPA is reported on a four-

point scale as follow: 3.50 to 4 being Excellent, 2.75 to less than 3.50 being Very Good, 

1.75 to less than 2.75 being Good, and 1 to less than 1.75 being Poor.  

In addition, students were also asked in the background questionnaire to report on 

their level of study, whether they were first year (freshmen), second year (sophomores), 

third year (juniors) or fourth year (seniors). 

The outcomes of these studies are recorded within the results section following 

the data analysis. However, the table below sums up the application of these tests during 

the study: 



 136 

Table 3.5: Matrix including YEAR, GPA, and STEP 

YEAR GPA 

STEP 

Excellent 

Very 

Good Good Average 

Below 

Average 

Limited 

or Poor 

Freshman  1 0 1 0 0 0 0 

2 0 1 7 3 2 1 

3 2 4 6 4 1 1 

4 1 4 0 0 0 0 

Sophomore  1 1 3 1 1 0 1 

2 6 8 20 13 4 0 

3 3 5 18 5 0 0 

4 0 3 7 1 0 1 

Junior  1 10 6 9 2 3 0 

2 10 15 34 9 3 0 

3 2 10 10 1 1 0 

4 3 5 4 3 2 0 

Senior  1 7 8 14 4 0 1 

2 5 6 9 3 0 0 

3 4 0 4 1 0 0 

4 1 0 1 0 0 0 

         

 

To sum up, the background questionnaire was used by the researcher to elicit 

information about the participants’ gender and language proficiency levels. Together, 

the SILL and the background questionnaire were used by the researcher to answer the 

first three research questions which were:  

1. What is the general pattern of language learning strategy use among Saudi 

Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall strategy use and the six 

categories of the strategies, as presented in Oxford’s Strategy Inventory for 

Language Learning (SILL)? 

2. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to language proficiency? 

3. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to gender? 

In order to answer the last two research questions, which were how does cultural 

background affect language learning strategy use in language learning, and what 
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additional insights can be gained from students’ statements about their strategy use, the 

researcher had to use semi-structured interviews, which will be discussed in detail in the 

next section. 

3.3.3 Semi-Structured Interviews 

According to Ritchie and Lewis (2003), an interview is a managed verbal 

exchange (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). The management relates to the participants in the 

interview domain. This means an effective management of the interviewer and the 

interviewee. This makes the interview a two way communication channel. Therefore, 

the effectiveness of an interview depends on the skills of communication of the 

interviewer and the responses of the interviewee (Clough & Nutbrown, 2007). Cohen 

further emphasizes that the quality of the results depends on the ability of the 

interviewer to structure questions clearly, be an attentive listener, probe, pause and 

prompt questions appropriately (Cohen et al., 2007). Ritchie stipulates that an interview 

is a dialogue between the interviewer and the interviewee, as such, the interviewee 

should be allowed to talk freely (Ritchie & Lewis, p.141). Interpersonal skills are 

critical in creating a successful interview (Opie, 2004). Some of these skills include the 

ability to establish a rapport, a rapport which should be a combination of humour and 

humility. This makes it easy to engage the participants in the research by creating a 

welcoming atmosphere. Relation and trust is also enhanced and this is an essential 

ingredient for the participants in the research. 

The concept of continuum is a useful one for describing interviews. Using this 

notion, interviews are classified in a linear manner lying closer to the ends of either 

structured or unstructured sepctrum. The former uses a close-ended form of 

questionnaire while the latter is open and is almost similar to observation. In the middle 

lies the semi-structured form of interview. The placement of an interview on this 

continuum is determined by the amount of control exercised by the researcher on the 
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interview. The representation of the two extremes is represented below, with a 

visualization of the semi-structured interviews in the middle. 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Interview’s Continuum 

In the unstructured interview approach, despite having a clear plan, the researcher 

exercises minimum control over the answers provided by the respondents. This form of 

interview encourages discussion, as the respondent tries to answer the research 

questions. This leads to a free flowing session and consequently seems to take lots of 

time due to the lack of control by the interviewer. Unstructured interviews are suited for 

researchers with ample time to spend with the respondents. Rich and nuanced data can 

be collected, and conclusions made from the data tend to be inclusive. In contrast, semi-

structured interviews incorporate a considerable amount of control by the researcher. 

This kind of interview is mainly used in policy research. The presence of a guide gives 

the interviewer a framework of reference enabling discretion as to the order to be 

followed in asking the interview questions. To ensure that the research maintains focus 

and is on track, the researcher has to standardize the questions, and make probes where 

necessary in an effort to ensure that the research includes the correct material. Detailed 

material and data are collected in a conversational way. This form of research is most 

suitable for a situation where the researcher wants to get detailed information on a 

subject and to delve deeply into a topic. 
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Semi-structured interviews are types of interviews that are conducted using an 

open framework. Therefore, the openness in the framework allows for conversational, 

focused two way communication. The main use of semi-structured interviews is to help 

in giving and receiving information. They are not formulated like the questionnaire 

framework. In a questionnaire, detailed questions are formulated beforehand. In a semi-

structured interview, interviewing starts off with the most general questions or topics, 

before narrowing down to the more specific detailed information. The relevance of 

topics is identified and is followed by accompanying issues such as the effectiveness, 

availability and expense, as specific issues that do not require prior preparation and 

planning. However, not all questions are prepared and synthesized before time. In an 

effort to allow the interviewer and interviewee the flexibility to probe for details and 

discuss issues arising from the interview, the majority of the questions are created 

during the interview. The guide for semi-structured interviews is prepared beforehand 

and acts as the propelling framework for the interview. A good example of a framework 

for a semi-structured interview is given below. 

3.3.3.1 Description of the Tool 

The framework acts as a tool that serves the following purposes. It helps in 

obtaining qualitative and qualitative information from a sample survey or population. 

Other than this, general information pertaining to a specific issue can also be gathered. 

This is known as probing into the unknown. As a result, a range of insights can be 

gained from specific issues. Another view of a semi-structured interview is that it is a 

qualitative method that is used for inquiry. As an inquiry method, it combines a set of 

pre-determined, open-ended questions. Therefore, the interviewer has the opportunity to 

explore a particular topic of interest based on the responses of the participants. The 

participants have the opportunity to express their views, opinions and beliefs pertaining 

to a certain matter without restrictions. They enable an understanding of how 
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interventions work and provide a means through which they could be improved. Issues 

that the interviewer had not pre-conceived or considered can also be discussed and 

brought to light.  

For the purpose of this research, a set of questions has been prepared by the 

researcher for the interviews (refer to Appendix 3: Interview Questions). It can be seen 

that the utilization of semi-structured interviews enhances the research methodology 

and promotes the data collection and manipulation. 

Semi-structured interviews serve as a highly valuable tool for the collection of 

qualitative data in the research process. According to Schensul, Schensul, and 

LeCompte (1999), the benefit of this data collection tool is that semi-structured 

interviews “combine the flexibility of the unstructured, open-ended interview with the 

directionality and agenda of the survey instrument to produce focused, qualitative, 

textual data at the factor level” (p. 149). This type of interview consists of a set of 

predetermined questions, closely related to the field of researcher’s interest, which are 

commonly used to determine factors, variables, items and attributes of the variables 

under analysis (Schensel et al., 1999). The advantage of semi-structured interviews is in 

their ability to clarify the central domains and factors of the study, to operationalize the 

factors studied into variables, to develop preliminary hypotheses, and to create a 

qualitative base for the construction of an ethnographic survey (Schensel et al., 1999). 

Nevertheless, alongside the advantages of semi-structured interviews as a data 

collection method, they also contain certain limitations, including the threat to the data 

validity and reliability, difficulty in recording information, excess of information 

usually provided during such interviews, and the long time required for their completion 

(Walsh & Wigens, 2003).  

For the purpose of this research, semi-structured interviews were used to gain 

insights from the students’ statements about their strategy use, and to get their in-depth 
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opinions about how culture affected their language learning. The procedure of these 

interviews, as well as the collection of the questionnaires, will be discussed in detail in 

the next section. 

3.4 Data Collection Procedures 

3.4.1 Sampling Method 

As this study aimed to determine the language learning strategies employed by a 

group of Saudi Arabian EFL students, a suitable exploration instrument for examining 

the strategies used among the targeted population had to be chosen. The first choice 

made by the researcher was to conduct a survey, using the Strategy Inventory for 

Language Learning, or SILL, among a sample of Saudi Arabian EFL learners. In 

addition, a background questionnaire and semi-structured interviews were used to 

collect data. 

According to Chen (2007), qualitative researchers usually work with small 

samples of respondents, since they have to be nested in their context, and studied in 

depth. Moreover, qualitative sampling should be purposive rather than random to target 

the right respondents to obtain the intended data. Since this study is a mixed-method 

one, relying on SILL, a standardized, quantitative survey, and qualitative inquiries, the 

sample needed to be increased in comparison to normal numbers for qualitative 

research. The targeted sample was of about 400 respondents for the SILL and 

background questionnaires, and 20 participants for the semi-structured interviews. 

Inclusion criteria included:  

Saudi nationality  

Involvement in EFL study  

Studying at a particular Saudi University 
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The selection of respondents for this study took place on a voluntary basis, with 

the proper communication of the research purposes and expected outcomes. The 

respondents who were willing to participate signed an informed consent form, and filled 

in the questionnaires used as data collection instruments.  

3.4.2 Participants 

Taking the purposes of the present research into account, the choice of 

participants for the present study targeted Saudi Arabian English-major EFL learners. 

The researcher aimed at contacting a group of Saudi EFL students currently enrolled in 

EFL study at Taif University in order to collect data on their use of language learning 

strategies. About 400 participants constituted the sample for the present study to ensure 

its scope, validity and reliability. The participants are students majoring in English 

Language and Literature at Taif University which is a state university in Saudi Arabia. 

The English Language and Literature Programme, in which the participants were 

enrolled, consists of four years of formal study at the university. In the first two years, 

students are required to complete courses to boost their English language skills 

(reading, writing, listening and speaking). In the last two years, students are required to 

take courses related to literature and linguistics to cultivate their literary appreciation 

and critical-analytical ability, and to deepen their knowledge of the various branches of 

modern linguistic theory. 

3.4.3 Data Collection 

3.4.3.1 Quantitative Data 

The questionnaire data were collected from English-major university students at a 

State university in Saudi Arabia. As a first step in the process of data collection, the 

researcher contacted the director of the English Language and Literature Department at 

the university, explaining the nature and purpose of the study. Permission was granted 
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to conduct the study. The researcher then emailed the questionnaire to the director. The 

students were notified in advance that they would be completing the questionnaire on a 

certain day. The director had copies of the questionnaires made and had the researcher 

and training assistants administer them. Before the questionnaires were administered, 

the training assistants were given guidelines and instructions for administering the 

questionnaire. The researcher and the assistants then took the questionnaires to class 

and administered them immediately after the students finished their classes, which took 

about 30 minutes. All of the participants received uniform instructions on how to fill out 

the questionnaires. 

Before the data were collected, participants were fully informed, both verbally 

and in writing, of the following: their rights, what was required of them, and how the 

data collected was going to be used and treated in regard to their privacy. The 

participants were informed that their participation was entirely voluntary and that they 

were not under any obligation to consent to participate. Their informed consent was 

then obtained after the purpose and method of this case study was explained to them 

(refer to Appendix 4: Consent Form for Questionnaires).  

The questionnaires were explained to the students in English and Arabic by the 

researcher and the training assistants in order to ensure that the questionnaires were 

answered accurately. Students were encouraged to ask the researcher to explain 

statements or words that they did not understand. The participants were asked to 

complete the strategy inventory concurrently with the background questionnaire. The 

questionnaires were administered anonymously. The students gave neither their names 

nor their identification numbers: only their ages, averages and level of learning were 

required. They were given numbers to be written on the top of the two parts of the 

questionnaires to make sure that the same person had answered the questions in the two 

parts. There was no time limit and it took about 25 minutes for students to score all of 
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the items in the two questionnaires. The questionnaires were presented to the students in 

one of the university’s classrooms. After filling out the questionnaires, the students 

placed them in an envelope. The questionnaires were then given directly to the 

researcher. The researcher received around 400 questionnaires, and the responses were 

analysed, as will be discussed in the following chapter. 

3.4.3.2 Qualitative Data 

As for the collection of data for the qualitative part of this research, the 

procedures started after obtaining a copy of the letter of approval from the Department 

of English from Taif University in Saudi Arabia to conduct the research. An invitation 

to attend a group information session about the research project was also distributed by 

the Department of English to participants. Participation in such group information 

sessions and the individual interviews was on a voluntary basis. There were two initial 

group information sessions for participants, one for male participants, and the other for 

female participants. That is because separation of the sexes is the norm in Saudi 

Arabian educational institutions. This was one of the challenges faced by the researcher 

in conducting this research, because for a female researcher to gain access to a male 

university is almost impossible in Saudi universities. The researcher had to go through 

many obstacles in order to achieve this for the purpose of this research. 

The information that was presented by the researcher at each group information 

session included a written and spoken description of the research project, and an 

explanation of the purpose and nature of the proposed interview session. Copies of the 

consent package for research project participants, including a consent form, were 

provided to each candidate participant at the group session (refer to Appendix 5: 

Consent Form for Interviews). Participants were invited to question the researcher about 

any aspect of the research project and all questions were answered during the group 

session. They were also advised that their signing of the consent form would be entirely 
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voluntary, and would not oblige them to participate in an interview session. They were 

requested to return a signed consent form to the researcher within one week of the 

group information session if they chose, without obligation, to participate in an 

individual interview session. Furthermore, they were informed that the signed form 

could be returned in the best way that suited each participant including mail, email or by 

hand. When the preliminary agreement to participate was obtained, the researcher 

informed the participants that she would choose a total of 20 participants. The candidate 

participants were informed later and the researcher made arrangements for each 

participant to take part in at least one individual interview with the researcher. Data 

were then collected using semi-structured individual interviews.  

Throughout the interviews, the researcher attempted to maintain the role of an 

interested listener, adopting a conversational style of interaction with the participants 

while avoiding insertion of the researcher’s accounts of her own experiences or her 

evaluations into the conversation. Following Wengarf (2001), the researcher used 

various forms of response to each participant’s speech, including verbal and non-verbal 

acknowledgement gestures, and prompting statements. Acknowledgement gestures 

were used by the researcher to indicate to the participant that he or she had been heard, 

and that what he or she had said had been comprehended. Promoting statements were 

also used by the researcher to elicit elaboration or clarification of statements that might 

be made by the participant.  

The interviews were conducted individually at a place preferred by each 

participant, providing that it was private and free of outside interruption and noise. The 

researcher and the participant were the only people present during the interview 

sessions. The interviews were similar in character to a conversation, allowing the 

interviewee to freely respond and express his or her views on, and understanding of, a 

particular event. Each individual interview was approximately 35 minutes in length.  
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Each interview session was initiated by the researcher who introduced herself to 

the participant, and then briefly summarised the information that had been previously 

provided in the group information session. This information included a written and a 

spoken description of the research project, an outline of the specific purpose and 

intended general form of the interview session, and statements regarding the 

participant’s control over the conduct and recording of the interview session. A copy of 

the consent form was provided to each participant at the beginning of each first 

interview session, unless the participants had already signed and returned it. The 

participants were reminded that the researcher intended to audio-record all speech 

uttered during the interview session. The researcher reminded the participants of the 

conditions of consent to the interview session, including the participants’ right to have 

any of the recorded speech deleted from the recording before the recording was 

removed from his or her presence. The researcher then asked the participant if he or she 

had any questions or concerns about their participation in the research project. The 

researcher responded to all matters raised by the participants and then proposed to 

proceed with the interview session.  

Before commencing each interview, the researcher placed two audio-recording 

devices in an unobtrusive position, and asked the participant to nominate a code number 

by which the researcher could identify the audio-recording of his or her session, and 

which the researcher could record in a notebook beside the participant’s name. The 

researcher gave the participants an assurance that all information recorded would 

remain confidential and would be destroyed on completion of the research project, 

consistent with the university’s research protocols. 

Each interview session was intended to terminate when either the available time 

for the session was close to expiry or the participant indicated that he or she did not 

want to continue with the session. Before termination of each interview session, the 
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researcher invited the participants to raise any questions or matters of concern about the 

interview and the researcher responded to all matters raised by the participant. The 

researcher also asked the participant if he or she wished to either edit or withdraw the 

audiotape recording of the session. The researcher also asked the research participants 

to choose a time that suited them to obtain the documents related to the study and 

whether or not they would be willing to engage in a follow-up interview, should one be 

required.  

To guide the researcher in carrying out the research, interview protocols were 

employed in the interview session in order to ensure that the interview was well 

structured and that careful notes were taken. According to Yin (2006), a protocol 

contains the research instrument and the procedures and general rules to be followed in 

using the protocol. It is one of the main ways of increasing the reliability of case study 

research and is intended to guide the researcher in carrying out the data collection. It 

also includes a brief list of memory prompts of areas to be covered in the interview 

session. It includes a list of issues to be addressed or questions to be asked in semi-

structured interviewing. Such an interview guide allows flexibility in the conduct of the 

interview.  

Bryman and Teevan (2005) suggest some basic elements in the preparation of the 

protocol guiding interviews. First, the researcher should create a certain amount of order 

in the topic areas, so that the researcher’s questions flow reasonably well, but the 

researcher should be prepared to alter the order of questions during the actual interview. 

Second, the researcher should try to use language that is comprehensible and relevant to 

the people being interviewed. Third, the researcher should ask or record information of 

a general kind (name, age, gender, etc.) as well as a specific kind (position, number of 

years employed, number of years involved in a group, etc.) because such information is 

useful for contextualizing people’s answers. 



 148 

For this study, one interview protocol (refer to Appendix 6: Interview Protocols) 

was prepared. The protocol started with general information about the study and the 

interview session. These included the project title, the interview session data and place, 

interviewee code and the position of the participant. It also included an outline that 

reminded the researcher of points to be raised during the interview session, including 

the purpose of the project, the nature of the interview, the signing of the consent form, 

the participants’ right to withdraw or have any of the recorded speech deleted from the 

recording. Also given was an assurance that all information recorded would remain 

confidential to the researcher, and dealt with the participant’s concerns or questions 

before commencing the interview. The protocols included a reminder for the researcher 

to turn on and test the two tape recorders before commencing the interview. The 

questions to which each participant should respond were also included in each protocol. 

At the end of the protocol was a reminder to thank the participant and ask him or her 

whether they wanted to raise any questions or matters of concern about the interview, as 

well as whether they would be willing to participate in a follow up interview, should it 

be required (refer to Appendix 7: Interviews Transcripts).  

3.4.4 Ethical Considerations 

Associated with the research design, ethical considerations are important in all 

research studies, and all researchers must be aware of, and attend to, the ethical 

considerations related to their studies. They should protect research participants so that 

the participants can provide trustworthy information without causing themselves harm 

(Lindorff, 2010). As a researcher, it is important to protect all participants and make 

sure that they are not exposed to any risk in participating in any research (Lindorff, 

2010). 

Given the research design, ethical considerations have guided all stages of the 

research process in order to undertake the research in an appropriately ethical manner. 
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Research ethics approval procedures were completed prior to the data gathering process. 

Ethical clearance for undertaking research was sought from the host university (Griffith 

University) before the empirical part of the study was initiated (refer to Appendix 8: 

Ethical Clearance from Griffith University). Permission was also sought from the 

Department of English at Taif University, Saudi Arabia to initiate the research (refer to 

Appendix 9: Ethical Clearance from Taif University). In addition, consent forms were 

prepared to obtain permission from participants and each interviewee to participate in 

the study before conducting this research. This form was to be completed and signed 

before starting the interview. It included information about the purpose of the study, the 

time the interview would take to complete, participants’ rights, the plans for using the 

results of the interview, and a summary of the study when the research was completed 

(Creswell, 2007). Respondents were advised that they were free to withdraw their 

consent at any time throughout the data preparation and collection phase, 

Confidentiality was maintained by coding the names of participants in the interviews to 

keep anonymity. Confidentiality also was maintained in the transcription of audiotapes, 

at each stage of the data analysis, in all draft documentation and in the publication of 

the research findings. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

Since the data collected as a result of the present research is of a mixed nature, 

their analysis also requires a mixed approach to ensure eliciting the data-rich findings. 

Thus, the data received from the SILL questionnaires was analysed with the help of the 

statistical software SPSS. The minimum level of significance predetermined for the 

tests conducted within the framework of this study is p <.05. The analytical approach to 

the qualitative portion of data within the present research is that of content analysis, 

since it is a research technique capable of providing replicable and valid inferences 

from collected textual data (Sung, 2009).  
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Following the analytical framework offered by Krippendorff (2004), the content 

analysis process included the body of the text, the research question, the context, the 

analytical construct, inferences, and validations. Hence, the text used in analysis is the 

complex of recorded and transcribed interviews with participants, the research questions 

are those generated in the introductory section of this research, the context is the Saudi 

EFL learning context, and the analytical construct is that of Oxford’s (1990) taxonomy 

of strategies formulated in the SILL instrument. Inferences were made on the basis of 

SILL questionnaire results and interviews, and validations are embedded in the mixed-

method research design using the triangulation approach by choosing several sources of 

data (Sung, 2009).  

The next chapter will provide a detailed discussion of the analysis of both 

quantitative and qualitative data and the subsequent results and findings of this analysis. 

3.6 Chapter Summary  

The authenticity of research is encapsulated in the methodological approach 

adopted. The tools for data collection and analysis determine the effectiveness of the 

research in relation to the subject being investigated. This research is dedicated to 

determining the language learning strategies used by EFL learners in Saudi Arabia. In 

order to achieve this, this methodology chapter has introduced the framework adopted 

in carrying out the research. The design considerations proposed for the study were 

defined, and the sampling methods used to gather data were analysed. Furthermore, the 

methodology chapter has provided an overview of the instruments used in the research, 

including data collection and analysis tools. Other than this, the merits, disadvantages 

and ethical issues of the approach used were discussed in detail. 

The methodology chapter was structured chronologically to enhance the 

understanding of the research for the reader, and to introduce the different concepts 

used in the design framework of the research. It started by introducing the research 
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method adopted for the research. Here, the researcher introduced the mixed method 

research approach which has been adopted for the whole research. The variables of the 

method were outlined and discussed in detail through the provision of a background 

information section. The components and paradigms constituting the mixed method 

approach were evaluated since they acknowledge the controversies, crises and 

challenges that were to be encountered by the researcher. This has augmented the 

credibility of the research since there are limitations and challenges in every research 

method. The merits and demerits of the mixed method approaches adopted was also 

discussed. The researcher further introduced the research design to be adopted since it 

affects the discussion, conclusion and the recommendations of the research. This was 

further narrowed down to the sampling method used to explore the language learning 

strategies applied by students in Saudi Arabia. Here, the survey approach of the 

research was introduced. The Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) was 

discussed as the preferred survey approach. The participants of the research were 

introduced and the researcher made known the environment of the research, Taif 

University. The sample size of the research participants was also introduced and the 

validity and reliability of the research was determined. 

The researcher also introduced a critical analysis of the research instruments and 

provided definitions of the language learning strategies. The fundamentals of the 

strategy were discussed in detail and the merits and disadvantages of SILL evaluated. 

This was further synthesized through the psychometric qualities of the strategy that 

augment the relevance of adopting the SILL for the research. Demographic information 

on the participants of the research was elicited through the introduction of a background 

questionnaire. The semi-structured interviews enhanced the collection of data and 

analysis and were described in detail as tools for the survey. The analytical approach 

adopted for the research provided a fit between the primary data sources and the results 
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thereby cementing the credibility of the research method. The methodology framework 

cannot be termed as being complete without an evaluation of the ethical considerations 

facing the research. The need to protect the participants of the research so that they can 

provide reliable information is essential to every research project, and this has been 

implemented and discussed in the research methodology.  

Having established the methodological framework, the next chapter will discuss 

the data analysis process and major findings and results of this research. 
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Chapter 4 – Data Analysis and Results 

4.1 Overview 

             As mentioned in the previous chapter, this chapter will present the quantitative 

and qualitative analysis and results of this research. The chapter is divided into two 

sections. First, it will start with the quantitative data analysis of the SILL and 

background questionnaires, focusing on the values and interpretation of the statistics 

used to address the research questions and to test the hypotheses. The frequency 

distributions of the students with respect to age, gender, year, grade point average 

(GPA) and STEP score are provided. The descriptive statistics for the six SILL sub-

scales are then presented and compared. The results of profile-analysis MANOVA are 

interpreted to answer research question RQ1:What is the general pattern of language 

learning strategy use among Saudi Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall 

strategy use and the six categories of the strategies, as presented in the Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning?, and to test null hypothesis H01. The results of 

MANOVA are then interpreted to answer research questions RQ2: Is there a significant 

difference in strategy use due to language proficiency?, and RQ3: Is there a significant 

difference in strategy use due to gender?, and to test the null hypotheses H02a, H02b, 

H02c and H03.  

             The second section of this chapter will present the qualitative analysis and the 

results of the data from the semi-structured interviews. The report of the qualitative 

results will highlight and comment on the themes that emerged from the analysis of the 

interviews. These comments will be illustrated with excerpts from the interviews. As for 

the themes, two main themes were identified from the analysis of the interviews that 

will be interpreted to answer research questions RQ4: How does cultural background 

affect language learning strategy use in language learning?, and RQ5: What additional 

insights can be gained from students’ own statements about their strategy use? The 
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chapter will end with a summary of the main results of this research.  

4.2 Quantitative Data Analysis 

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for Microsoft Windows 

20.0 was used to analyse the data, following the instructions in Field (2009). 

Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, frequencies and 

percentages, were implemented in order to investigate the demographic data and the use 

of language learning strategies. Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used 

to determine whether any significant differences existed among respondents in the use 

of language learning strategies with regard to their English proficiency level or gender. 

The minimum level of significance predetermined for the tests conducted within the 

framework of this study was p <.05. The following pages explain the process of 

quantitative data analysis in greater detail. 

4.2.1 Operational and Measurement Levels of the Variables 

The dependent variables, i.e., the measured outcomes of the research, were the 

mean scores for the six SILL sub-scales measured at the scale/interval level (Table 4.1). 

Each variable was given an abbreviated name. These abbreviations are used in 

subsequent tables and figures.  

Table 4.1: Dependent Variables 

Dependent variables Abbreviation Measurement Measure 

Memory strategy MEM Mean score for items 1 to 9 Scale/Interval 

Cognitive strategy COG Mean score for items 10 to 

23 

Scale/Interval 

Compensation strategy COM Mean score for items 24 to 

29 

Scale/Interval 

Metacognitive strategy MET Mean score for items 30 to 

38 

Scale/Interval 

Affective strategy AFF Mean score for items 39 to 

44 

Scale/Interval 

Social strategy SOC Mean score for items 45 to 

50 

Scale/Interval 
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             The independent variables, i.e., the variables assumed to influence the 

variability in the dependent variables, were three academic attributes of the students 

measured at the ordinal level, and gender, a nominal variable, as shown in Table 4.2 

below. Grade point average (GPA) scores were initially recorded as continuous 

variables, measured to an accuracy of 2 decimal points, at the scale/interval level. The 

GPA scores were reclassified into four ordinal categories classified on a substantive 

basis. Scores on the Standardized Test of English Proficiency (STEP) were categorized 

on an ordinal scale from 1 to 6.  

Table 4.2: Independent Variables 

Independent variables  Abbreviation Measurement Measure 

Year (educational level) YEAR 1 = Freshman (1
st
 year) 

2 = Sophomore (2
nd

 year) 

3 Junior (3
rd

 year) 

4 Senior (4
th

 year) 

Ordinal 

Grade Point Average GPA 1 < 1.75 

2 = 1.75-2.74 

3 = 2.75- 3.49 

4 ≥ 3.5 

Ordinal 

Standardized Test of 

English Proficiency 

STEP 1 = Excellent 

2 = Very Good 

3 = Good 

4 = Average 

5 = Below Average 

6 = Limited or Poor 

Ordinal 

Gender GENDER 1 = Male 

2 = Female 

Nominal 

 

4.2.2 Research Questions  

The primary aim of the quantitative portion of this study was to determine the 

general pattern of learning strategies among the students, the most frequent learning 

strategies used, and whether the students’ learning strategies varied with respect to their 

language proficiency, (assessed by year, grade point average, and STEP score), or their 

gender. A research question is a query concerning the possible outcomes of an 

investigation. Traditionally, a research question is posed first, followed by its 
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restatement as a hypothesis. The aim of research questions and hypotheses is to evoke 

the evaluation of statistical relationships between variables, which may include 

similarities, differences, associations, correlations, or implicit causes and effects. The 

research questions in this study, involving the relationships between the dependent 

variables in Table 4.1 and the independent variables in Table 4.2, are presented in Table 

4.3 below. Learning strategy, the dependent variable, refers to a combination of social, 

affective, meta-cognitive, memory, compensation, and cognitive learning strategies i.e., 

the six sub-scales measured by the SILL. 

Table 4.3: Research Questions  

RQ1: What is the general pattern of language learning strategy use among Saudi 

Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall strategy use and the six categories of 

strategies as presented in the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning? 

RQ2: Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to language proficiency? 

RQ3: Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to gender? 

 

4.2.3 Hypotheses 

Hypotheses are restatements of the research questions. The formal null and 

alternative hypotheses used in this study are presented in Table 4.4. The expectation of 

the researcher before the statistical analysis was performed was that the null hypotheses 

would be rejected and that the alternative hypotheses would be accepted.  
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Table 4.4: Hypotheses 

Null hypothesis Alternative hypothesis 

H01: There will be no significant 

difference between the learning 

strategies used by the students. 

HA1: There will be a significant difference 

between the learning strategies used by 

students. 

H02: There will be no significant 

difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s language 

proficiency.  

HA2: There will be a significant difference 

in learning strategy with respect to the 

student’s language proficiency. 

H02a: There will be no significant 

difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s language 

proficiency, as assessed by year in the 

program.  

HA2a: There will be a significant 

difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s language 

proficiency, as assessed by year in the 

program. 

H02b: There will be no significant 

difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s language 

proficiency, as assessed by their 

GPA.  

HA2: There will be a significant 

difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s language 

proficiency, as assessed by their GPA. 

H02c: There will be no significant 

difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s language 

proficiency, as assessed by their 

STEP score.  

HA2c: There will be a significant 

difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s language 

proficiency, as assessed by their STEP 

score. 

H03: There will be no significant 

difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s gender.  

HA3: There will be a significant difference 

in learning strategy with respect to the 

student’s gender. 

 

Hypotheses have disadvantages and advantages. The advantages are that they 

focus the attention of the researcher on specific outcomes. The disadvantage of 

hypotheses is that they may tempt the researcher to manipulate the analysis and/or the 

interpretation of data, consciously or unconsciously, in order to achieve the desired 

outcomes. Furthermore, by focusing only on hypotheses, the researcher may neglect 

some important outcomes that were not previously considered. It is therefore essential 

to keep an open mind, and to be sensitive to results that may lie outside the focus of the 

hypotheses (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2007). 
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4.2.4 Screening for Missing Values  

Data were initially gathered from 630 respondents. However, due to missing data 

a number of cases were excluded. Furthermore, the SPSS data was examined for 

accuracy, and all out-of-range values were considered to be missing data.  

The variables in Tables 4.1 and 4.2 were encoded in the SPSS data editor and 

initially screened for missing values, i.e., items for which no responses were provided, 

before statistical analysis was performed. Screening was necessary because the 

dependent variables were measured as mean scores derived from multiple items (Table 

4.1), so that an excessive number of missing values might bias or skew the scores 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

The frequency distribution of the missing values provided by 630 students to the 

50 SILL items, as given in Figure 4.1 below, indicated that a complete set of responses 

to all of the items was provided by 235 respondents, while 282 students provided 15 or 

fewer missing values. Missing values for 21 to 50 items were provided by 113 

respondents. Various methods have been suggested to account for missing values, 

including the replacement of missing values with computed values (e.g., mean scores) 

or the complete exclusion from the analysis of cases containing missing values 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 
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Figure 4.1: Frequency Distribution of Missing Values 

It was decided that all of the data obtained from the 113 respondents who 

provided 20 or more missing values for the SILL items should be excluded from the 

analysis, since the inclusion of so many missing values might influence the results. 

Only the data obtained from the 517 respondents who provided 15 or fewer missing 

values were included in the statistical analysis, representing a valid response rate of 

517/630= 82%. 

Furthermore, the researcher sought to ensure validity of the SILL sub-scale scores 

by ensuring that a sufficient number of items were completed within each scale. It was 

decided that at least 75% of the items within each subscale was required in order to 

ensure validity of the scales. Thus, 11 of 14 items were required for the cognitive scale, 

7 of 9 items each were required for the memory or metacognitive scales, and 5 of 6 

items were required for the compensation, affective, and social scales. After completing 

the scoring using these criteria, the valid sample size with scores on all six scales was 

467 respondents – a response rate of 467/630 = 74%.  
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Participants were not excluded from the dataset because of missing data on the 

independent variables, but only those with valid responses on the relevant independent 

variables could be included in the analyses involving such variables. As such, the 

number of participants differed per analysis. Of the 467 valid cases, 412 provided their 

education level, 399 their GPA, 448 their STEP score, and 440 students provided their 

gender. 

4.2.5 Screening for Normality and Outliers 

Screening for outliers, i.e., extreme or unusual cases, was performed, since 

outliers may compromise the results of statistical analysis to such an extent that the 

statistics cannot be accurately interpreted (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

The SILL sub-scale scores were initially screened for normality and univariate 

outliers, defined as scores of more than 3.3 standard deviations from the mean. The 

bell-shaped frequency distribution histograms, shown in Figure 4.2 below, indicated 

that the six SILL sub-scale scores were approximately normally distributed, inferring 

that parametric statistics were appropriate. No univariate outliers were identified. 
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Figure 4.2: Frequency Distributions of SILL Sub-Scale Scores 

Screening for multivariate outliers, i.e., cases with patterns of SILL scores that 

were extreme or abnormal relative to the patterns of responses made by others in the 

dataset, was also performed. Mahalanobis distance (D
2
) values were computed for each 

case using the regression method described in Tabachnick & Fidell (2007). D
2
 measures 

the distance of a case from the centroid (multidimensional mean) of a distribution, 

taking into account the covariance (multidimensional variance). When the variables 

used to generate the mean vector and covariance matrix are normally distributed, the 

Mahalanobis D
2
 values follow a Chi-square distribution, with n degrees of freedom 

where n = the number of independent variables used to construct the regression model. 

The critical value of the Chi-square distribution, with df = 6 degrees of freedom at p < 

.001, is 22.46. The SPSS syntax 1 – CDF.CHSQ(D
2
, df) – was used to return the 

probability that a value from the Chi-square distribution with df = 6 degrees of freedom 

would be less than the computed value of D
2
. There were four cases with p values < 

.001 (D
2
 values of 30.80, 30.76, 22.64, and 22.53). These multivariate outliers were 
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removed prior to conducting all remaining analyses. Thus, the maximum sample size 

for analyses was 463 participants.  

Since the SILL scores were found to be normally distributed (Figure 4.2), it was 

appropriate to compute mean values as measures of central tendency and to use 

standard deviations and 95% confidence intervals as measures of dispersion.  

4.2.6 Reliability Analysis 

Reliability is a measure of the extent to which a group of item scores are 

consistently measured by an instrument (Allen & Yen, 2002). The aim of reliability 

analysis is to estimate the internal consistency and uniformity of a defined group of 

numerically coded questionnaire responses. Reliability analysis indicates how well the 

items hang together, how much they inter-correlate, and how precisely they demonstrate 

a unifying theme. Questionnaire item scores are taken to consist of systematic 

components, i.e., one or more identifiable themes that characterize the collective 

perceptions of the respondents, as well as random error, i.e., the variance between the 

responses of individual respondents. Random error is overcome by compositing 

multiple items to form a sub-scale. When multiple items are composited, the systematic 

components are reinforced, and the random error is cancelled out (Allen & Yen, 2002).  

Statisticians have recommended that the reliability of an instrument used in 

educational, psychological and other research should only be evaluated using data 

collected in a specific study, and not by referring to estimates provided by the developer 

of the instrument (Thompson, 2003). Accordingly, reliability analysis using Pearson’s 

correlation coefficients and Cronbach’s alpha were applied in this study to analyse the 

internal consistency reliability of the six SILL sub-scales. Pearson’s correlation 

coefficient was used to measure the strength of the linear relationship between two 

variables on a scale from – 1 through 0 to + 1, where – 1 = perfect negative correlation, 

0 = no correlation, and 1 = perfect positive correlation. Cronbach’s alpha was used to 
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estimate reliability in terms of the strength of the inter-correlations between more than 

two variables on a scale from 0 = no reliability to 1 = perfect reliability (Field, 2009). 

The use of Cronbach’s alpha was justified in this study, since this statistic is widely 

employed to evaluate the internal consistency reliability of instruments used in 

educational and psychological research. The convention applied was that the value of 

alpha should be at least .5 before reliability was adequate, at least .7 before reliability 

was more than adequate, and .8 or higher before reliability was considered to be good or 

excellent (Allen & Yen, 2002).  

4.2.7 Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) 

Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) simultaneously tests for the effects 

of one or more factors (independent variables measured at the nominal or ordinal level) 

on two or more mean scores (dependent variables measured at the scale/interval level). 

MANOVA is accomplished by creating one new dependent variable using a linear 

combination of multiple dependent variables, e.g., the six dependent variables in Table 

4.1 above (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

The use of MANOVA was justified for the purposes of this study because 

significant differences between the mean scores may not be found if correlated 

dependent variables are tested individually using univariate analysis of variance 

(ANOVA). In addition, MANOVA protects against Type I errors that may occur when 

multiple individual ANOVAs are conducted. A Type I error occurs if a null hypothesis 

is falsely rejected when it is, in fact, true. The chance of making Type I errors increases 

with respect to the number of statistical hypothesis tests that are performed at one time 

on one set of data (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) 

MANOVA is a parametric test, but it is not seriously influenced by deviations of 

the dependent variables from normality, so long as the deviations are caused by 

skewness rather than outliers. MANOVA is very sensitive to outliers, and they must be 
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eliminated, otherwise the results may be biased (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The 

interpretation of the Mahalanobis D
2
 statistics indicated the presence of four 

multivariate outliers, which were removed prior to conducting the analyses. 

MANOVA assumes that linear relationships exist amongst all pairs of the 

dependent variables but operates best in situations where the correlations are moderate, 

e.g., when the Pearson’s correlation coefficients vary between about r = 0.3 and r = 0.8. 

If the correlations are too weak, then the power of MANOVA is compromised; 

however, if the dependent variables are very highly inter-correlated, they simply 

become linear combinations of each other, and so one or more becomes redundant. To 

test this assumption, a matrix of Pearson’s correlation coefficients between each of the 

six dependent variables was computed, as shown in Table 4.5 below. The assumption of 

a moderate inter-correlation between the variables was not violated. All six pairs of 

SILL sub-scale scores were positively correlated at p < .05, with correlation coefficients 

ranging between 0.46 and 0.72.  

Table 4.5: Matrix of Pearson’s Correlation Coefficients between the SILL Sub-

Scale Scores 

 MEM COG COM MET AFF 

COG .645
*
     

COM .527
*
 .677

*
    

MET .528
*
 .723

*
 .647

*
   

AFF .463
*
 .640

*
 .549

*
 .655

*
  

SOC .491
*
 .619

*
 .476

*
 .669

*
 .557

*
 

Note: * Significant at p < .05 

 

The strength of the inter-correlation between the six SILL sub-scale scores was also 

indicated by the computation of Cronbach’s alpha. The computed value of Cronbach’s 

alpha for the six SILL sub-scale scores = .895 provided evidence to conclude that the 

inter-item correlations represented a single unifying concept or theme, and therefore 

they could be analysed simultaneously as combined dependent variables in MANOVA. 
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One of the main limitations associated with the use of MANOVA is that the analysis 

requires a substantial sample size in order to provide meaningful results. No cell in the 

factor design matrix should contain zero, and as a bare minimum, every cell in the 

factor design matrix should have more cases than there are dependent variables 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The factor design matrix is presented in Table 4.6 below. 

It can be seen that 29 of the 96 cells contained zero cases, and many more contained 

less than six cases, i.e., more than the number of dependent variables. The sample sizes 

in most cells of the factor design matrix were clearly too low to perform an effective 

MANOVA with meaningful results.  

Table 4.6: Design Matrix for MANOVA including YEAR, GPA, and STEP 

YEAR GPA 

STEP 

Excellent 

Very 

Good Good Average 

Below 

Average 

Limited 

or Poor 

Freshman  1 0 1 0 0 0 0 

2 0 1 7 3 2 1 

3 2 4 6 4 1 1 

4 1 4 0 0 0 0 

Sophomore  1 1 3 1 1 0 1 

2 6 8 20 13 4 0 

3 3 5 18 5 0 0 

4 0 3 7 1 0 1 

Junior  1 10 6 9 2 3 0 

2 10 15 34 9 3 0 

3 2 10 10 1 1 0 

4 3 5 4 3 2 0 

Senior  1 7 8 14 4 0 1 

2 5 6 9 3 0 0 

3 4 0 4 1 0 0 

4 1 0 1 0 0 0 

         

 

MANOVA also assumes homogeneity of variance of the dependent variable 

across each cell in the factor design matrix. This assumption was tested using Levene’s 

statistic. The decision rule was to assume homogeneity of variance if the p value of 
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Levene’s test statistic was ≥ .05. The results, as shown in Table 4.7 below, indicated 

that the group variances were not homogeneous with respect to any of the dependent 

variables. Another assumption of MANOVA is homogeneity of the variance-covariance 

matrix for each cell in the factor design matrix. When unequal cell sizes are present, the 

p value of Box’s M statistic should be > .001 to satisfy this assumption (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2007). The assumption of homogeneity of covariance in the factor design matrix 

was violated, indicated by Box’s M statistic = 808.6, p < .001.  

Table 4.7: Results of Levene’s Test for Homogeneity of Variance of the SILL 

Sub-Scale Scores According to the Combined Factors of YEAR, GPA, 

and STEP 

Variable Levene’s test 

statistic p value 

MEM 2.35 <.001
*
 

COG 1.60 .005
*
 

COM 1.66 .003
*
 

MET 1.67 .003
*
 

AFF 1.38 .042
*
 

SOC 1.48 .017
*
 

Note: * Significant at p < .05 

 

In order to alleviate the serious violations of the assumptions of MANOVA, 

which would invalidate the results, a number of revisions to the groupings of the 

independent variables were attempted to ameliorate the characteristics of the design 

matrix. However, there were a number of problems evident with the factor interactions 

that imposed constraints on possible cell sizes. For one, there was a significant 

interaction between GPA and year (χ2
(9) = 70.34, p < .001). Year and GPA were 

inversely related, such that students in the higher years had lower GPAs. As such, when 

creating the cells of the matrix, very few students in the freshman year could be placed 

in the lower GPA cells, making it impossible to obtain satisfactory numbers for these 

cells. This was particularly difficult since only 38 students in the freshman year 

provided their GPA. Another issue pertained to the STEP score. Of the 444 cases, only 
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8 students reported limited/poor scores, and 21 reported below average scores. There 

were simply too few cases in these groups to ensure adequate distribution across the 

levels of the other variables. Attempts at various combinations of factor crossing 

resulted in multiple severe violations of homogeneity of variance or variance-

covariance matrices, as indicated by Levene’s and/or Box’s M tests.  

Therefore, a number of revisions to the groupings of the independent variables 

were made. Firstly, it was decided that three separate one-way MANOVA analyses 

would be conducted. This would alleviate the requirement of adequate cell sizes by 

sparse factor interactions, e.g., year and GPA. Conducting the analyses separately also 

had the advantage of making use of all available data per variable, rather than limiting 

the analyses to cases with listwise valid data on all independent variables. 

Furthermore, GPA scores were collapsed into two approximately equal-sized 

categories, where 1 = less than or equal to 2.36 (the 50
th

 percentile or median) and 2 = 

2.37 or above. The STEP scores were also dichotomized into two groups, where 1 = 

poor to average STEP ratings and 2 = good to excellent STEP ratings. No modifications 

were made to YEAR since the year groupings were felt to be substantive distinctions.  

Table 4.8: Revised Independent Variables for MANOVA Analyses 

Independent variables  Abbreviation Measurement Measure 

Year (educational level) YEAR 1 = Freshman (1
st
 year) 

2 = Sophomore (2
nd

 year) 

3 Junior (3
rd

 year) 

4 Senior (4
th

 year) 

Ordinal 

Grade Point Average GPA 1 ≤ 2.36 

2 ≥ 2.37 

 

Ordinal 

Standardized Test of 

English Proficiency 

STEP 1 = Poor to Average 

2 = Good to Excellent 

 

Ordinal 

Gender GENDER 1 = Male 

2 = Female 

Nominal 

 

One-way MANOVA statistics using the revised independent variables, as shown 

in Table 4.8 above, were used to test H02: There is no significant difference in learning 
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strategy with respect to the student’s language proficiency (H02a: Year, H02b: GPA, 

H02c: STEP), and H03: There is no significant difference in learning strategy with 

respect to the student’s gender. Wilks’ λ statistic was used in this study to test for the 

significance of each independent variable on the six combined dependent variables. The 

decision rule was to reject the null hypothesis of no effect of the independent variable 

on the six combined dependent variables if the p value of Wilks’ λ was < .05. 

Box’s M p values were > .001 for all variables, as shown in Table 4.9 below, 

indicating that the homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices assumption was 

satisfied. 

Table 4.9: Box’s M for One-Way MANOVA Analyses (Revised Variables) 

Variable Box’s M p value 

YEAR 102.401 .003 

GPA 35.529 .029 

STEP 27.365 .180 

GENDER 38.695 .013 

 

Levene’s test of homogeneity of variance within each cell of the design was satisfied for 

the revised categories of GPA, and for gender as shown in Table 4.10 below. There 

were two violations for the STEP analysis, as indicated by p values < .05 for COG and 

SOC. According to Tabachnick & Fidell (2007), robustness of analysis of variance to 

violations of the assumption is assumed if the ratio of the largest to smallest sample size 

is no greater than 4:1, and the ratio between the largest and smallest variance is no 

greater than 10:1. Firstly, the size of groups was 343:101, which satisfied the sample 

size ratio. The variance ratio for COG was .591:.424 and the variance ratio for SOC was 

.911:.653. Therefore, the variance ratio was also satisfied and it was assumed that the 

MANOVA analysis would be robust to these minor violations in homogeneity of 

variance. 
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Table 4.10: Results of Levene’s test for Homogeneity of Variance for One-Way 

MANOVA Analyses (Revised Variables) 

 YEAR GPA STEP GENDER 

 Test p Test p Test p Test p 

MEM 
2.79 .04

*
 .02 .88 2.09 .149 

0.05 .82 

COG 2.43 .07 .00 .99 4.20 .04
*
 1.23 .27 

COM 3.32 .02
*
 2.99 .08 3.34 .07 0.01 .93 

MET 3.40 .02
*
 .46 .50 1.14 .29 1.53 .22 

AFF .39 .76 .15 .70 1.08 .30 0.16 .69 

SOC .09 .97 .03 .87 6.54 .01
*
 0.80 .37 

Note: * Significant at p < .05 

 

YEAR had violations of homogeneity of cell variance for MEM, COM, and MET. 

The largest to smallest cell size ratio was 170:41, violating the sample size ratio for 

groups, although the variance ratio was never greater than 2:1. Nonetheless, due to the 

violation of the homogeneity assumption, the MANOVA was followed up with one-

way ANOVAs with Welch’s correction. Welch’s correction for ANOVA was applied 

when the p value of Levene’s test statistic was less than .05, since this procedure takes 

violations of the assumption of homogeneity of variance into account (Field, 2009). 

Dunnett’s T3 multiple comparison test was used following ANOVA to perform 

multiple comparisons between pairs of mean scores. Dunnett’s T3 test was used 

because the results are not compromised when the group sizes are unequal and when the 

variances are not homogeneous. Other post-hoc multiple comparison tests commonly 

used in association with ANOVA, such as Scheffé’s test and Tukey’s HSD are 

inaccurate and may provide meaningless results when the group sizes are unequal and 

the variances are not homogeneous (Toothaker, 1993; Field, 2009). Consequently, 

Dunnett’s T3 test was justified in order to provide meaningful results for the purposes 

of this study. 
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When multiple separate ANOVAs are performed simultaneously, there is an 

increased risk of making Type I errors. In order to reduce this risk, the significance 

level used to test the null hypothesis was reduced from the conventional p = .05 to p = 

.008. This decision followed the general statistical rule known as the Bonferonni 

correction, which stipulates that when multiple null hypothesis tests are carried out 

simultaneously on one set of data, the significance level must be reduced to p = .05/n, 

where n = the number of tests performed (Toothaker, 1993; Abdi, 2007).  

Profile analysis is a special application of MANOVA when the multiple 

dependent variables are measured on the same scale (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 

Profile analysis was used to test H01: There is no significant difference between the 

learning strategies used by the students. Particular to this research was the question of 

flatness, or whether all dependent variables elicit the same average response 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The decision rule was to reject the null hypothesis of no 

difference between the means of the six dependent variables if the p value of Wilks’ λ 

was < .05. The test was followed up with mean comparisons using the Bonferroni 

correction to protect against inflated Type I error. There were no between-subjects 

factors in this analysis and therefore no requirement for assessing homogeneity of 

variance or covariance.  

4.2.8 Rank Ordering 

Rank ordering of means within each independent variable group was also 

conducted, in descending order. Thus, the SILL sub-scale that received the highest 

mean was assigned the rank of 1, the sub-scale with the second highest mean a rank of 

2, and so on with the lowest mean receiving a rank of 6. This has been proposed as one 

method of comparing the relative order of constructs across groups that is not subject to 

the statistical difficulties present in other standardization methods (Fisher, 2004). The 

rank orders were compared between groups using the Spearman correlation coefficient 
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to assess the degree of similarity of the rankings. The Spearman correlation test assesses 

the correlation between ranks of data (McDonald, 2009).  

4.2.9 Calculation of Effect Sizes 

It is recommended that researchers report effect sizes to supplement statistical 

significance results. For one, the likelihood of obtaining statistically significant results 

increases with sample size. Thus, in a study with a large sample (such as this one), the 

effect size communicates how large the reported effects are and speaks to the practical 

significance of the findings (Lakens, 2013). Using the primer and spreadsheet provided 

by Lakens (2013), effect sizes were reported for selected results to communicate the 

magnitude of between-score or between-group differences. Hedges’ correction was used 

to reduce the bias of the estimate. Interpretation followed the benchmarks set out by 

Cohen (0.3, 0.5, and 0.8 for small, medium, and large, respectively). Furthermore, the 

common language (CL) effect size, otherwise known as the probability of superiority, 

was reported to provide a more intuitively interpretable measure of the size of the 

difference (Lakens, 2013).  

4.3 Quantitative Results and Findings 

4.3.1 Demographic and Academic Attributes of Students 

Four hundred and fifteen students provided information about their ages, with 48 

missing values (Table 4.11). The age range was from 18 to 35 years. About two-thirds 

(69.1%) of the sample were between the ages of 20 and 23 years old. The mean age was 

21.7 years (SD = 2.1). 
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Table 4.11: Age Distribution of the Students 

Age (years) Frequency % 

18 1 0.2 

19 27 5.8 

20 98 21.2 

21 117 25.3 

22 55 11.9 

23 50 10.8 

24 35 7.6 

25 16 3.5 

26 3 0.6 

27 8 1.7 

28 1 0.2 

30 2 0.4 

32 1 0.2 

35 1 0.2 

Missing 48 10.4 

Total 463 100.0% 

 

There were 301 males and 136 females in the sample, with 26 missing values (Table 

4.12). 

Table 4.12: Gender Distribution of the Students 

Gender Frequency % 

Male 301 65.0 

Female 136 29.4 

Missing 26 5.6 

Total 463 100.0% 

 

The frequency distribution of the 463 students with respect to their educational 

years is presented in Table 4.13, with the data unavailable for 55 participants. There 

were considerably fewer 1
st
 year students (freshmen) than in the other years. The 

frequencies in each level ranged from a minimum of 41 (8.9%) for the freshmen to a 

maximum of 170 (36.7%) for the juniors. 
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Table 4.13: Distribution of Students with Respect to Years 

Year Frequency % 

Freshman 41 8.9 

Sophomore 111 24.0 

Junior 170 36.7 

Senior 86 18.6 

Missing 55 11.9 

Total 463 100.0% 

 

The frequency distribution of grade point average (GPA) scores among the 395 

students who provided such data (68 missing) was approximately normal, indicated by 

the bell-shaped histogram (Figure 4.3).  
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Figure 4.3: Frequency Distribution of GPA scores 

The GPA scores included a wide range, from a minimum of .25 to a maximum of 

4.00. The mean GPA = 2.38 (SD = .76). The 25
th

 percentile = 1.85, the 50
th

 percentile 

(median) = 2.37, and the 75
th

 percentile = 2.98. In order to provide adequate sample 

sizes in the cells of the MANOVA factor design matrix, the GPA distribution was 

classified into two approximately equal-sized ordinal categories, where 1 = less than the 
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median (n = 197 students) and 2 = equal to or greater than the median (n = 198 

students).  

The frequency distribution for the 444 students (19 missing) who provided a 

STEP score is given in Table 4.14 below. The group sizes representing STEP scores 

were unbalanced, with very few participants identifying their scores as below average 

(4.5%) or poor (1.75). To conduct the analyses, the STEP scores were dichotomized 

into two groups. Participants with good to excellent STEP scores (n = 343) and students 

with poor to average scores (n = 101).  

Table 4.14: Distribution of STEP Scores 

SEB Frequency % 

Excellent 69 14.9 

Very Good 101 21.8 

Good 173 37.4 

Average 72 15.6 

Below Average 21 4.5 

Limited or Poor 8 1.7 

Missing 19 4.1 

Total 463 100% 

 

SILL scores 

The internal consistency reliability of the six SILL sub-scale scores ranged from 

adequate to good, indicated by Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .629 to .849, as shown in 

Table 4.15 below. 

Table 4.15: Reliability Analysis of the SILL Sub-Scale Scores using Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Learning strategy Sub-scale Total number of items Cronbach’s 

alpha 

Direct Memory 9 .686 

 Cognitive 14 .849 

 Compensation 6 .675 

Indirect Meta-cognitive 9 .810 

 Affective 6 .629 

 Social 6 .766 
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4.3.2 Descriptive Statistics for the SILL Sub-scale Scores 

The descriptive statistics for the six SILL sub-scales are presented in Table 4.16, 

and the means and 95% confidence intervals are illustrated in an error bar chart, Figure 

4.4. Using the categories suggested by Oxford (1990), the results indicated that the 

students were, on average, medium strategy users with respect to all strategy types. The 

average SILL scores showed restricted variability overall with all means falling near the 

mid-point of the scale. Only 0.3 scale points separated the highest (MET; M = 3.27) 

from the lowest (MEM; M = 2.97) average scores With respect to the frequency of use 

of the six learning strategies, the minimum and maximum values in Table 4.16 

indicated that all six learning strategies were used to a greater or lesser extent by 

students. 

Table 4.16: Descriptive Statistics for the Six SILL Sub-Scales 

SILL sub-scale 

N Minimum Maximum Mean SD 

Interpretation 

of Mean 

MEM 463 1.00 4.75 2.97 .64 Medium 

COG 463 1.00 4.75 3.13 .70 Medium 

COM 463 1.00 4.75 3.12 .75 Medium 

MET 463 1.00 4.75 3.27 .76 Medium 

AFF 463 1.00 4.75 3.04 .74 Medium 

SOC 463 1.00 4.75 3.21 .85 Medium 
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Figure 4.4: Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the Six SILL Sub-Scales  

 

4.3.3 Comparison of SILL Sub-Scale Scores (RQ1) 

A trend was displayed, as seen in Figure 4.4 above, in which the mean SILL sub-

scale scores could be ranked into the following order of learning strategies: 1
st 

= Meta- 

cognitive (MET); 2
nd 

= Social (SOC); 3
rd 

= Cognitive (COG); 4
th

 = Compensation 

(COM); 5
th

 = Affective (AFF); and 6
th

 = Memory (MEM). The profile-analysis 

MANOVA results indicated that there was a significant difference between the mean 

SILL sub-scale scores at the .05 level, where Wilks’ λ = .795, F (5,458) = 23.681, p < 

.001, η2p = .205.  

Comparison of means with Bonferroni correction, as seen in Table 4.17 below, 

indicated that there was no significant difference between the two highest scores of 

MET and SOC. However, MET scores were significantly higher than the other four 

SILL scores. The mean scores for SOC, COG, and COM did not differ. The mean AFF 

score was significantly lower than MET, SOC, and COG, but not COM. AFF and MEM 
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did not differ from one another, but MEM was significantly lower than the mean scores 

for COG, COM, MET, and SOC. 

In summary, there was a significant difference in the learning strategies used by 

the students as assessed by their mean SILL sub-scale scores. The largest difference 

noted was between MET and MEM, with Hedges’s gav = 0.43 indicating a small-to-

medium effect size. Controlling for individual differences, the likelihood that an 

individual obtained a higher MET than MEM score was 67% (CL effect size). 

Statistically significant differences between the learning strategies falling intermediately 

between these two extremes necessarily had smaller magnitudes of effect sizes.  
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Table 4.17: Results of Bonferroni Mean Comparisons of the Six SILL Sub-Scales 

 PAIRWISE COMPARISON Mean  

Difference  

(I-J) 

  

p 

value 

 

(I) 

SUBSCALE 

(J) 

SUBSCALE 

MEM COG -.17 < .001
*
 

COM -.16 < .001
*
 

MET -.30 < .001
*
 

AFF -.07 .64 

SOC -.24 < .001
*
 

COG MEM .17 < .001
*
 

COM .01 1.00 

MET -.14 < .001
*
 

AFF .10 .009
*
 

SOC -.07 .38 

COM MEM .16 < .001
*
 

COG -.01 1.00 

MET -.15 < .001
*
 

AFF .09 .13 

SOC -.08 .46 

MET MEM .30 < .001
*
 

COG .14 < .001
*
 

COM .15 < .001
*
 

AFF .24 < .001
*
 

SOC .07 .51 

AFF MEM .07 .64 

COG -.10 .009
*
 

COM -.09 .125 

MET -.24 < .001
*
 

SOC -.17 < .001
*
 

Note: * Significant at p < .05 

 

 

4.3.4 Analysis of SILL Sub-Scale Scores by Year (RQ2a) 

The mean scores according to year are provided in Figure 4.5 below. A significant 

pattern of strategy scores by year of education was found, Wilks’ λ = .908, F(18, 1129) 

= 2.172, p = .003, η2
p = .032. This was further explored using univariate ANOVA with 

Bonferroni correction to the alpha level, to determine on which SILL subscales 
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differences occurred. Welch’s correction to the F statistic was employed on the tests of 

MEM, COM, and MET due to violation of the homogeneity of variances assumption. 

Furthermore, follow-up post hoc analyses were conducted using Dunnett’s T3 test.  

A significant difference occurred for the MET scale only, as indicated by a p 

value < .008, applying the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests, as shown in Table 

4.18 below. Post-hoc comparison using Dunnett’s T3 test, as shown in Table 4.19 

below, revealed that the freshman had higher average scores on the MET sub-scale than 

the sophomores, juniors, or seniors. The sophomores, juniors and seniors did not differ 

from one another. Calculation of the effect size difference between average freshman 

MET scores and the average of participants in the other years suggested a medium 

effect size; Hedges’s gs = 0.54. The CL effect size indicated that the likelihood of a 

randomly selected freshman having a higher MET score than a randomly selected 

sophomore, junior or senior was 66%. 
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Figure 4.5: Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the SILL Sub-Scales with 

Respect to Year of Education 
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Table 4.18: Between-Subjects Effects Comparing the Means of the Six SILL Sub-

Scales with Respect to YEAR 

Variable  Source of  

Variance  

 Sum of 

Squares  df 

Mean  

Square 

F  

statistic  

p  

value 

MEM  Between Groups 3.484 3 1.161 3.012
 a
 .032 

Within Groups 152.279 404 .377   

Total 155.763 407    

COG  Between Groups 2.393 3 .798 1.815 .144 

Within Groups 177.504 404 .439   

Total 179.896 407    

COM  Between Groups 1.794 3 .598 1.442
 a
 .233 

Within Groups 207.288 404 .513   

Total 209.081 407    

MET  Between Groups 6.646 3 2.215 4.994
 a
 .002

*
 

Within Groups 212.526 404 .526   

Total 219.171 407    

AFF  Between Groups 1.871 3 .624 1.248 .292 

Within Groups 201.903 404 .500   

Total 203.773 407    

SOC  Between Groups .668 3 .223 .321 .810 

 Within Groups 280.120 404 .693   

 Total 280.787 407    

Note: * Significant at p < .05/6 = .008 (applying Bonferroni correction for multiple 

tests) 
a 
Welch’s correction applied. 
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Table 4.19: Results of Dunnett’s T3 Mean Comparisons of the MET Sub-Scale by 

YEAR 

 PAIRWISE COMPARISON Mean  

Difference  

(I-J) 

  

p 

value 

 

(I) 

YEAR 

(J) 

YEAR 

1 2 .37 .021
*
 

3 .45 .002
*
 

4 .33 .045
*
 

2 1 -.37 .021
*
 

3 .08 .963 

4 .04 .998 

3 1 -.45 .002
*
 

2 -.08 .963 

4 -.12 .693 

Note: * Significant at p < .05 

 

The ranking of means according to year revealed a different pattern for freshman 

compared to the other years (Table 4.20). All groups ranked MET the highest, and 

MEM lowest or second lowest. However, AFF was rated second highest by the 

freshman, but this was the lowest or second lowest ranking for the other three years. 

SOC was ranked second by the sophomores, juniors and seniors, but was ranked fourth 

by the freshmen. The Spearman correlation was not significant between the ranking 

provided by the freshmen and the sophomores or seniors (rho = .371 p = .468), nor was 

there a significant correlation between the ranking of freshman and juniors (rho = .486, 

p = .329). Therefore, it can be concluded that freshman ranked the learning strategies 

differently than the students in other years. However, these results should be interpreted 

with some caution, given that there were considerably fewer freshmen students in the 

sample than students from the other years. 

In contrast, the rank ordering of sophomores and seniors was identical (rho = 

1.00). Furthermore, the correlation between juniors and either sophomores or seniors 

was statistically significant, rho = .886, p = .019.  
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Table 4.20: Ranking of SILL Sub-Scales by YEAR 

 Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior 

MET 1 1 1 1 

AFF 2 6 5 6 

COG 3 3 4 3 

SOC 4 2 2 2 

COM 5 4 3 4 

MEM 6 5 6 5 

 

 

4.3.5 Analysis of SILL Sub-Scale Scores by GPA (RQ2b) 

The SILL scores with respect to GPA are provided in Figure 4.6 below. On 

average, students with a lower GPA (< 2.36; coded 1) had lower scores on the SILL 

than did students with higher GPAs (≥ 2.37; coded 2). This was confirmed by 

conducting a one-way MANOVA on the SILL scores by GPA group, Wilks’ λ = .967, 

F(6, 388) = 2.181, p = .044, η2
p = .033. 

The largest difference by GPA group in terms of the individual SILL sub-scales 

was observed for MET; mean difference = 0.25 [.10, .40], Hedges gs = 0.34 (small 

effect size). There was a 59% chance that an individual from the high GPA group would 

have a higher MET score than someone in the low GRA group (assuming both 

individuals were randomly selected). 
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Figure 4.6: Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the SILL Sub-Scales with 

Respect to GPA 

Nonetheless, both low and high GPA groups showed similar relative rankings of 

the SILL sub-scales, as shown in Table 4.21 below. All rankings were in the same 

ordinal position, except for COM and COG which exchanged third and fourth position. 

The Spearman correlation between the ranks of the low and high GPA groups was .943, 

p = .005. Thus, both low and high GPA groups used similar relative patterns of learning 

strategies, but those with a higher GPA used the strategies to a greater extent than those 

with lower GPAs. 

Table 4.21: Ranking of SILL Sub-Scales by GPA 

 Low GPA High GPA 

MET 1 1 

SOC 2 2 

COM 3 4 

COG 4 3 

AFF 5 5 

MEM 6 6 
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4.3.6 Analysis of SILL Sub-Scale Scores by STEP (RQ2c) 

On average, individuals with higher STEP scores (Good to Excellent; coded 2) 

reported higher use of strategies than did individuals with lower STEP scores (Poor to 

Average; coded 1): these results are shown in Figure 4.7 below. This was confirmed by 

a one-way MANOVA on the SILL scores by STEP group, Wilks’ λ = .966, F(6, 437) = 

2.537, p = .020, η2
p = .034. 

The COG SILL sub-scale differed most notably between low and high STEP 

score groups; mean difference = .30 [.13, .46], Hedges gs = 0.44 (small-medium effect). 

The CL effect size indicated a 61% chance of a randomly-selected individual from the 

high STEP group having a higher COG score than an individual in the low STEP group.  
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Figure 4.7: Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the SILL Sub-Scales with 

Respect to STEP 

Despite overall group differences, low and high STEP score groups provided very 

similar relative rankings of the SILL sub-scales (Table 4.22). Only COM and COG 
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exchanged positions (third to fourth). The Spearman correlation between the low and 

high STEP groups was .943, p = .005. 

Table 4.22: Ranking of SILL Sub-Scales by STEP 

 Low STEP High STEP 

MET 1 1 

SOC 2 2 

COM 3 4 

COG 4 3 

AFF 5 5 

MEM 6 6 

 

 

4.3.7 Analysis of SILL Sub-Scale Scores by GENDER (RQ3) 

The SILL scores showed a consistent pattern by gender, as shown in Figure 4.8 

below. Females had consistently higher means on all the subscales than did males, and 

this was confirmed by the MANOVA, Wilks’ λ = .966, F(6, 430) = 2.526, p = .021, η2
p 

= .034. 

Of the six SILL sub-scales, MET scores differed most substantially by gender; 

mean difference = .23 [.08, .39], Hedges gs = 0.31 (small effect size). If a female and 

male participant were randomly selected, there was a 59% chance for the female to have 

a higher MET score than the male (CL effect size).  
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Figure 4.8: Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the SILL Sub-Scales with 

Respect to Gender 

Males and females showed very similar rankings of the SILL sub-scale scores, as 

shown in Table 4.23 below, with only a slight variation on the rankings of COG and 

COM. The Spearman correlation between male and female ranks was .943, p =.005. 

Table 4.23: Ranking of SILL Sub-Scales by GENDER 

 Male Female 

MET 1 1 

SOC 2 2 

COG 3 4 

COM 4 3 

AFF 5 5 

MEM 6 6 

 

 

4.3.8 Summary 

In summary, the six learning strategies were used by all of the students in the 

sample to a more or less extent. Memory was the least used learning strategy, and 

metacognitive was the most highly used strategy. The size of the difference between 
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these two strategies was in the order of a small-to-medium effect, with a 67% 

probability of superiority for metacognitive over memory scores. Social, cognitive, and 

compensation strategies were used to an intermediate extent with no differences 

between them.  

Analysis of SILL scores by year showed the freshman had higher metacognitive 

scores than the other years. The scores on the other sub-scales did not differ 

significantly by year. Students with lower GPAs had lower strategy use than students 

with higher GPAs. Similarly, students with lower STEP scores had lower mean strategy 

scores than students with higher STEP scores. Females used strategies more so than did 

males.  

Where indicated, effect size calculations were computed to determine the 

magnitude of the largest observed differences between subgroups. Of the individual 

subscales, metacognitive strategy scores tended to differ most markedly by year, GPA, 

or gender. Cognitive scores showed the largest difference by STEP group. The largest 

differences between subgroup scores were small to medium in magnitude, with 

probability of superiority calculations ranging from 59% to 66%. 

Despite overall group differences in SILL scores according to year, GPA, STEP, 

or gender, a similar pattern of rank ordering of strategies was observed in almost all 

sub-groups examined in this study: metacognitive (1
st
), then social (2

nd
), then 

compensation/cognitive (varied between 3
rd

 and 4
th

 position), with affective/memory 

being ranked last (varied between 5
th

 and 6
th

). The exception was freshman, who 

reported a different pattern of ranking than the students in the other years. The 

implications of this research will be further discussed in Chapter 5.  
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4.4 Qualitative Data Analysis 

4.4.1 Interview Analysis 

The approach used the qualitative portion of data within the present research is 

that of content analysis, since this is a research technique capable of providing 

replicable and valid inferences from textual data (Sung, 2009).  

Following the analytical framework offered by Krippendorff (2004), the content 

analysis process should include the body of the text, the research question, the context, 

the analytical construct, inferences and validations. Hence, the text used in analysis is 

the complex of recorded and transcribed interviews with participants, the research 

questions are those generated in the introductory section of this research, the context is 

the Saudi EFL learning context, the analytical construct is that of Oxford’s (1990) 

taxonomy of strategies formulated in the SILL instrument. Inferences are made on the 

basis of SILL questionnaire results and interviews, and validations are embedded in the 

mixed-method research design using the triangulation approach by choosing several 

sources of data (Sung, 2009).  

4.5 Qualitative Results and Findings 

4.5.1 The Effect of Culture on Participants’ English Language Learning (RQ4) 

This section seeks to explore the effect of the culture on the participants’ 

experience of learning English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia. The qualitative 

interviews were thematically analysed and the main themes extracted from the data. 

These themes are illustrated in the word cloud shown in Figure 4.9 below: 
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Figure 4.9: The Effect of Culture on Participants’ English Language Learning 

Some participants believed that culture (Interviews 2 and 9) and religion 

(Interview 3) had no impact on their English learning. However, many believed that 

religious beliefs may be a motivation for students to learn a foreign language 

(Interviews 5 and 7). Specifically, religious beliefs may be a motivation in so far as the 

Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) was a speaker of foreign languages (Interviews 1 and 7). 

“My culture, I think my religion Islam and Prophet Mohammed Sallla Allah Alihi 

Wa Salalm (Peace be upon him) tell the people, learn another language to avoid 

there, and this is a benefit for the people, he know the English language, I think 

anybody to learn English, or another language, this is smart person, this is for mind.” 

(Interview 1) 

and 

“The sayings of our prophet (PBUH) “Learning other people’s language, be safe of 

their cunning”. This is the point. And the other point is to communicate with other 

people, you can speak with different people, you have to learn other culture, you 

have to do something in your life, otherwise you’re nothing.” (Interview 7) 

The above quotes point towards different aspects of how the participants’ 

religious beliefs have influenced their motivation to learn English. The first mentions 

the example of Prophet Mohammed (PBUH), connected to the intellectual stimulation 



 190 

that learning a language affords. The second refers to a saying of the Prophet and links 

the learning of a new language to the ability to communicate and understand other 

cultures. This link between the holy texts and everyday life comes as no surprise when 

one considers that Islam is a praxis oriented religion. 

“Also, what we find may be useful is memorization – since we have the Holy Quran 

– we memorize a lot and so it helps us memorize easily if you want English words or 

vocabulary, terminology.” (Interview 6) 

In addition, as illustrated in the quote above, certain elements of the religious 

practice may aid learning. In particular, having had practice memorising the Holy 

Quran, students will have their memories trained to retain new information (Interviews 

6 and 8). Furthermore, foreign languages may be necessary in order to communicate 

with others when performing missionary work or Daawa (Interviews 8 and 11).  

“When I am thinking just about Daawa (missionary work) or something like that, the 

cultures push us to learn any language, not in English, not to make us safe, but also 

to make relation, and how we can deal with any culture.” (Interview 11) 

The above quote presents a clear link between Daawa or Da’wah, the Islamic 

concept of inviting non-Muslims to Islam, and the necessity for learning a foreign 

language such as English. This adds another religious dimension to the participants’ 

motivations to learn English as a foreign language. 

There was also a sense in which “culture” in a broader sense than religion may 

have an impact on the students’ learning of English, in so far as English is not very 

widely spoken (Interview 9) people may not be open to speaking the English language 

instead of using Arabic (Interview 3). Furthermore, someone using English instead of 

Arabic may be seen as “showing off” or lacking “pride” in the Arabic language 

(Interview 3). This may affect the students’ ability to practice their language skills. 

Nonetheless, it was noted that English is becoming more widely accepted as an official 
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language (Interview 10) and that it is widely spoken in urban areas such as in Riyadh or 

Jeddah (Interview 9). In addition, there was a generational gap identified in the data, 

with the younger generations being more ready to embrace English as a foreign 

language. Finally, some participants believed that other aspects had a greater impact on 

their English learning than did culture and religion. This data indicates that 

employability prospects are an important motivator as far as learning English is 

concerned (Interviews 4, 5, 7 and 8). 

In conclusion, this data indicates that culture and religious beliefs may have an 

impact on the participants’ experience of learning English as a foreign language. It also 

indicates that religious beliefs can be a motivator in so far as these beliefs promote the 

learning of different languages. Additionally, the performance of Daawa may require 

individuals to communicate across cultures. At the same time, it was also identified that 

a generational gap in people’s attitude towards the learning of the English language, 

alongside a sense of cultural pride in the use of Arabic, may create some resistance to 

the English language. This can lead to difficulties for students wanting to practice their 

language skills. 

4.5.2 Insights from Students’ Statements (RQ5) 

This section seeks to explore what additional insights could be gained from 

students’ own statements about their strategy use when learning English as a foreign 

language in Saudi Arabia. The qualitative interviews were thematically analysed and the 

main themes extracted from the data. These themes are illustrated in the following word 

cloud presented in Figure 4.10 below: 
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Figure 4.10: Insights from Students’ Statements 

There was a sense in which English was perhaps not taken seriously enough in 

terms of its importance within the overall school curriculum, but that might now be 

changing (Interviews 2 and 9). As noted in the quote below, this was especially 

significant at university level where intensive English class programmes are offered, 

leading to high scores on the internationally recognised IELTS qualification (Interview 

2). 

“at the university, as you know, as we all know, there is now big I mean care has 

been taken for the foundation in the universities which has an intensive program for 

English, and as far as I know that, I mean the students now at this foundation are 

achieving high IELTS levels in English study, so hopefully I mean it is the 

beginning” (Interview 2) 

Alongside giving the teaching of the English language more emphasis to reflect 

its importance for students’ futures, there is a strong sense among participants that 

English should be taught in such a way that students develop their communication 
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skills, so that they can actually use the language on a day to day level, as opposed to 

simply learning grammar rules to pass tests (Interviews 3, 4, 8 and 11). This perspective 

is illustrated in the following quote: 

“The teaching style should be change; I am not sure but maybe concentrating just on 

memorizing words, just following specific structure in grammar. I think it will never 

help us or our students to practice the English in their life, I am not sure but I think 

the idea of learning any language is how to make other people understand, how to 

communicate, it’s not just how to say it, or just how to memorize many words, how 

to build or how to construct this words to communicate with others. I think this is the 

main thing that our students in Saudi Arabia need to learn, how they can 

communicate with others using English language, if they could do that, this is the 

main goal, even though they might say it in a wrong way or in some grammar 

mistakes.” (Interview 3) 

As captured in the excerpt above, this data indicates that the teaching of English 

in Saudi Arabia can be made more relevant to students by focusing more on 

communication and the everyday usage of the language. In addition, a number of 

participants suggested that it may help if English were taught in school from an earlier 

age/level. In fact, a number of participants shared the view that English should be taught 

from the elementary school level onwards (Interviews 1, 4, 5, 8 and 9). 

“I suggest to learn English in Saudi Arabia as you know there’s not many people 

speak English at this time, so, because elementary school they doesn’t teach English, 

it’s very important at this time, so they get it as important subject so it will take very 

different you know, especially with children when they learn, it’s not the secondary 

or high school. (…)Yeah, they add it as would the elementary school” (Interview 9) 

and 
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“I think we should start from first grade, first class. I think this is a very good Idea. 

Because now it’s from grade four, that’s good but, can I talk about when I was a 

teacher, when I was a teacher, the student come, not study from grade four, they 

study from elementary, it’s very weak, many of them can’t, many of them don’t have 

any idea about he and she and it and the pronounce are with, the basic, this I mean, 

they don’t have any basic, and they can’t read, really, some of them also don’t know 

about the letters, A, B, C like that. I am tired to explain more things about that, but 

maybe one or two in the class just have good experience and good idea about 

English, maybe because their parents work in ARAMCO (Saudi Arabian Oil 

Company), but the others, never.” (Interview 8) 

In addition, a number of possible classroom improvements emerge from the 

participants’ suggestions. Firstly, classes could be more interactive, using more 

technology as well as visual aids (Interviews 6, 7, and 8). It was also suggested that it 

would be helpful to have more English teaching time (Interview 1) and more 

opportunities for students to practice their English language skills (Interview 4). 

It was also suggested that teacher training should be improved, especially by 

sending teachers abroad to an English speaking country, and ensuring that teachers are 

familiar with the techniques of teaching English to speakers of a different language 

(Interview 10). Another suggestion was that teachers could be monitored/mentored by 

an English speaker sitting in the class (Interview 7): 

“Monitoring yeah to follow these teachers, they said even in the classrooms, like 

even in Australia, two, maybe one month ago, our teacher, she was speak and she 

was teach us, some guys came and said he was from مراقبة  (supervision and 

monitoring office) and he sit together then when he finished he said, ok thank you 

and he left, we asked our teacher, why do he left earlier, he supposed to be sit with 

the others until finish the class, she said no, he came from something International, 

she said the name I don’t know the name, because you speak English very well, and 

you are native, and you are from Australia, even that he came to make sure we are 

doing well or not, this is what we need in our country” (Interview 7) 
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As it is clear from the excerpt above, this participant experienced a teacher being 

monitored in Australia, despite being a native-speaker. Within a similar system, 

teachers of English in Saudi Arabia could receive impartial and constructive feedback 

on their teaching practice. 

In summary, this data provides a number of additional insights into how the 

teaching of English might be improved in Saudi Arabia, based on their own 

experiences. Overwhelmingly, participants believed that it was important for English to 

be taught in school from an earlier age and that the focus should be on learning to 

communicate in the English language, rather than memorizing grammar rules. In 

addition, it also emerges from this data that there may be a need to extend the time 

which is dedicated to English teaching, as well as training teachers to deliver more 

interactive classes using visual aids and technology. 

4.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has attempted to present the quantitative and qualitative results and 

findings of this research. As mentioned earlier in the thesis, the first three main aims of 

this research were to identify the language learning strategies used by a group of Saudi 

Arabian EFL learners and to identify the relationship between their language learning 

strategy use and their language proficiency level and gender. To answer these three 

questions, the Strategy Inventory of Language Learning (SILL) and the background 

questionnaire were used to collect quantitative data. Analysis of these data revealed that 

the six learning strategies were used by all of the students in the sample to a greater or 

lesser extent. Memory was the least used learning strategy, and metacognitive was the 

most highly used strategy. Social, cognitive, and compensation strategies were used to 

an intermediate extent with no differences between them. 

Analysis of SILL scores by year showed the freshman had higher metacognitive 

scores than students from the other years. The scores on the other sub-scales did not 
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differ significantly by year. Students with lower GPAs had lower strategy use than 

students with higher GPAs. Similarly, students with lower SILL scores had lower mean 

strategy scores than students with higher SILL scores. Females used these strategies 

more so than did males. 

Despite overall group differences in SILL scores according to year, GPA, STEP, 

or gender, a similar pattern of rank ordering of strategies was observed in almost all 

sub-groups examined in this study: metacognitive (1
st
), then social (2

nd
), then 

compensation/cognitive (varied between 3
rd

 and 4
th

 position), with affective/memory 

being ranked last (varied between 5
th

 and 6
th

). The exception was freshmen, who 

reported a different pattern of ranking than the students in the other years. 

As for the last two objectives of this research, which were to determine how 

cultural background affects language learning strategy use in language learning and to 

obtain additional insights from learners’ statements about their own strategy use, 

interviews were used and analysed thematically. This analysis indicated that culture and 

religious beliefs may have an impact on the participants’ experience of learning English 

as a foreign language. It also indicated that religious beliefs can be a motivator in so far 

as these beliefs promote the learning of different languages. Additionally, the 

performance of Daawa may require individuals to communicate across cultures. At the 

same time, it was also noted that a generational gap in people’s attitude towards the 

learning of the English language, alongside a sense of cultural pride in the use of 

Arabic, may create some resistance to the English language. This can lead to difficulties 

for students wanting to practice their language skills. 

The data also provided a number of additional insights into how the teaching of 

English might be improved in Saudi Arabia, based on the participants’ own experiences. 

Overwhelmingly, participants believed that it was important for English to be taught in 

school from an earlier age and that the focus should be on learning to communicate in 
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the English language, rather than memorizing grammar rules. In addition, it also 

emerged from this data that there may be a need to extend the time dedicated to English 

teaching, as well as training teachers to deliver more interactive classes using visual 

aids and technology. 

Together these results and findings provide important insights into the language 

learning strategy use of this group of learners. Therefore, the next chapter moves on to 

discuss the implications of the above results in detail. 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

As has been noted in the earlier chapters of this thesis, second language 

acquisition (SLA) is the study of how second languages are learned, how learners create 

a new language system with only limited exposure to a second language and what is 

learned within the second language learning process (Gass & Selinker, 2001). Previous 

research suggest this learning process can be facilitated through the use of Language 

Learning Strategies (LLS) consisting of the “specific actions taken by the learner to 

make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and 

more transferable to new situations” (Oxford, 1990, p. 8). Oxford (1990) also 

considered that learning strategies include the particular tactics that an individual used 

to overcome a learning task. The study of the learners’ use of LLS is, therefore, of great 

relevance to the specific context of EFL learners in Saudi Arabia.  

This mixed methods study sought to answer a number of research questions with 

respect to the language learning strategy use of EFL learners in Saudi Arabia: 

1. What is the general pattern of language learning strategy use among Saudi 

Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall strategy use and the six 

categories of the strategies, as presented in the Strategy Inventory for Language 

Learning? 

2. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to language proficiency? 

3. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to gender? 

4. How does cultural background affect language learning strategy use in language 

learning? 

5. What additional insights can be gained from students’ own statements about 

their strategy use? 
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The first three questions were answered primarily through the application of the 

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) questionnaire and a background 

questionnaire. The subsequent statistical analysis of these questionnaires revealed that 

the six learning strategies were used by all of the students in the sample to a greater or 

lesser extent. Memory was the least used learning strategy, and metacognitive was the 

most highly used strategy. Social, cognitive, and compensation strategies were used to 

an intermediate extent with no differences between them. 

Analysis of SILL scores by year showed the freshmen had higher metacognitive 

scores than the other years. The scores on the other sub-scales did not differ 

significantly by year. Students with lower GPAs had lower strategy use than students 

with higher GPAs. Similarly, students with lower SILL scores had lower mean strategy 

scores than students with higher SILL scores. Females used strategies more so than did 

males. 

Despite overall group differences in SILL scores according to year, GPA, STEP 

or gender, a similar pattern of rank ordering of strategies was observed in almost all 

sub-groups examined in this study: metacognitive (1
st
), then social (2

nd
), then 

compensation/cognitive (varied between 3
rd

 and 4
th

 position), with affective/memory 

being ranked last (varied between 5
th

 and 6
th

). The exception was freshmen, who 

reported a different pattern of ranking than the students in the other years. 

The final two questions were answered through the qualitative aspect of this study 

by using semi-structured interviews. These interviews were analysed thematically to 

reveal that culture and religious beliefs may have an impact on the participants’ 

experience of learning English as a foreign language. The data also suggested that 

religious beliefs can be a motivator in so far as these beliefs promote the learning of 

different languages. Additionally, the performance of Daawa (missionary work) may 

require individuals to communicate across cultures. At the same time, it was also 
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identified that a generational gap in people’s attitude towards the learning of the English 

language, alongside a sense of cultural pride in the use of Arabic, may create some 

resistance to the English language. This can lead to difficulties for students wanting to 

practice their language skills. 

The data also provided a number of additional insights into how the teaching of 

English might be improved in Saudi Arabia, based on the students’ own experiences. 

Overwhelmingly, participants believed that it was important for English to be taught in 

school from an earlier age and that the focus be on learning to communicate in the 

English language, rather than on memorizing grammar rules. In addition, it also 

emerged from this data that there may be a need to extend the time dedicated to English 

teaching, as well as to train teachers to deliver more interactive classes using visual aids 

and technology. 

Together these results and findings provide important insights into the language 

learning strategy use of this group of learners. Therefore, this chapter will discuss the 

implications of these results in detail. The chapter is divided into two sections. The first 

section will discuss the quantitative data results guided by the research questions as 

follows: patterns of language learning strategy use, learning strategies and proficiency, 

and learning strategies and gender. The second section of this chapter discusses the 

qualitative results under two sub-headings: impact of cultural background on students’ 

selection of language learning strategies; and students’ personal statements about 

language learning strategies use. The chapter ends with a summary of the main ideas 

presented in each section. 

5.2 Quantitative Results Discussion 

5.2.1 Patterns of Language Learning Strategy Use (RQ1) 

The first question that this study proposed to answer was the general pattern of 

language learning strategy (LLS) use among a group of Saudi Arabian EFL learners, in 
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terms of their overall strategy use and the six-scheme strategy classification system, as 

presented in Rebecca Oxford’s widely used Strategy Inventory for Language Learning 

(SILL) questionnaire. As previously mentioned, Oxford was one of the first researchers 

to introduce and extensively use the term “language learning strategies” in SLA 

research. In this context, language-learning strategies were defined as techniques used 

by students to improve their learning. First, Oxford (1990) distinguishes between direct 

LLS, “which directly involve the subject matter,” and indirect LLS, which “do not 

directly involve the subject matter itself, but are essential to language learning 

nonetheless” (p. 71). Second, each of these broad kinds of LLS is further divided into 

LLS groups. Oxford outlines three main types of direct LLS: memory strategies, 

cognitive strategies, and compensation strategies. Memory strategies “aid in entering 

information into long-term memory and retrieving information when needed for 

communication.” Cognitive LLSs “are used for forming and revising internal mental 

models and receiving and producing messages in the target language.” Compensation 

strategies “are needed to overcome any gaps in knowledge of the language” (Oxford, 

1990, p. 71). Oxford (1990) also describes three types of indirect LLS: metacognitive 

strategies, affective strategies and social strategies. Metacognitive strategies “help 

learners exercise ‘executive control’ through planning, arranging, focusing, and 

evaluating their own learning.” Affective LLSs “enable learners to control feelings, 

motivations, and attitudes related to language learning.” Finally, social strategies 

“facilitate interaction with others, often in a discourse situation” (Oxford, 1990, p. 71). 

These six categories underlie the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) 

questionnaire, used by Oxford (1990) that has been used as a tool to identify the 

language learning strategies of this group of Saudi Arabian EFL learners.  

The quantitative results of this study indicated that the students were, on average, 

medium strategy users with respect to all strategy types. However, some variance was 
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identified with respect to learners’ preferences of LLS, leading to the rejection of the 

null hypothesis H01: there is no significant difference between the learning strategies 

used by the students. This variation in students’ learning strategy use overwhelmingly is 

supported by existing research including studies by O’Malley et al. (1985), Huang and 

Naerssen (1987), Ehrman and Oxford (1995), Green and Oxford (1995), Hong-Nam and 

Leavell (2006), Takac (2008), Lai (2009), Radwan (2011) and Johnson (2013). 

However, as demonstrated in the literature review section of this study, different 

patterns of learning strategy use have been identified by previous research and there is 

little consensus on a definitive pattern of learning strategy use among ELF learners. 

As previously identified, this quantitative data indicated an order of preference 

according to which the SILL sub-scale scores may be ranked: 1st = Metacognitive 

Strategy (MET); 2nd = Social Strategy (SOC); 3rd = Cognitive Strategy (COG); 4th = 

Compensation Strategy (COM); 5th = Affective Strategy (AFF); and 6th = Memory 

Strategy (MEM). The importance of meta-cognitive strategy use highlighted in this 

study is in line with previous research, including studies by Hong-Nam and Leavell 

(2006) and Radwan (2011). Both Hong-Nam and Leavell (2006) and Radwan (2011) 

found that L2 learners’ preference of LSS tended towards the metacognitive strategy. 

Alongside this, Hong-Nam and Leavell (2006) found that social strategies had a similar 

expression among their study participants; whilst Radwan’s (2011) empirical 

investigation of the learning preferences of 128 students majoring in English at the 

Sultan Qaboos University in Oman found that metacognitive strategies were used most 

frequently, while preference for memory strategies was the least pronounced among 

students. The current data closely reflects the findings of these two authors, as no 

significant difference was found between the two highest scores of MET and SOC, 

while MET scores were significantly higher than the other four SILL scores. In 
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addition, the memory strategy score was significantly lower than the mean scores for 

COG, COM, MET, and SOC. 

Many authors have made the assertion that metacognitive strategies are essential 

to the process of SLA (Samida 2005; Takac 2008; Sung 2009; Aljuaid 2012; Johnson 

2013). While this data indicates a high preference for these strategies, it fails to 

adequately support this assertion. Metacognitive strategies are techniques used for 

organizing, planning, focusing and evaluating one’s own learning, e.g., linking new 

information with already known information, seeking practice opportunities, and self-

monitoring. Oxford (1990) gave the following definition of metacognitive strategies: 

“actions which go beyond purely cognitive devices, and which provide a way for 

learners to coordinate their own learning process” (p. 136). The subcategories into 

which metacognitive strategies were divided include centring, arranging, planning and 

evaluating one’s learning, which helps students to plan language learning in an efficient 

way. Centring one’s learning is inseparably connected with adopting a focus on learning 

tasks such as attention to specific language-related details. Arrangement and planning of 

one’s learning relates to proper organization of study space, buying a dictionary, finding 

out the ways in which language is learnt. Evaluation of learning involves conscious 

noticing of errors that the learner makes, and doing corrective work not to repeat those 

mistakes in future, as well as subsequent evaluation of progress on corrective work 

(Walker, 2008). Sung (2009) noted that the main function of metacognitive strategies is 

the organization of learning, so that learners can coordinate their learning process more 

easily. By employing metacognitive strategies in this way, they set goals and identify 

the purposes of the language tasks they set for themselves. Samida (2005) also added 

that metacognitive strategies become vital as soon as new vocabulary, new grammar 

rules, or a new writing system begin to confuse the learner: in such situations, 

metacognition contributes to effective SLA. 
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In the opinion of Takac (2008), metacognitive strategies presuppose “planning of 

learning, setting the goals, thinking about the learning process, monitoring of 

performance and comprehension, as well as evaluation of results and the learning 

process” (p.53). Metacognitive strategies, in correspondence with human 

metacognition, are known to operate at a substantially different level, compared to 

cognitive strategies. Their unique distinction lies in allowing the learners to look at their 

learning process from the outside. Thus, metacognitive strategies make a feasible 

contribution to increasing learners’ awareness of their own strategy use, conscious 

control of strategy use, regulation of its adequacy in various learning situations, and 

conscious analysis of their own learning processes.  

Johnson (2013) also pointed out the exceptional value of metacognitive strategies 

in the process of SLA. According to the researcher, benefits delineated by O’Malley 

and Chamot (1990) include directed attention (the ability of the learner to decide 

beforehand regarding attention to a specific learning task, as well as to ignore irrelevant 

distractions mitigating the process of learning. Other benefits  involve the maintenance 

of attention during task execution) as well as self-management (the learner’s skill to 

understand and employ conditions helping him or her to successfully accomplish 

language tasks and arrange the presence of those conditions for more effective 

learning). Self-management also involves conscious control over one’s linguistic 

performance to maximize the use of already known linguistic material. Problem 

identification, the skill of explicit identification of central points needing resolution in a 

task to identify an aspect of the task potentially preventing its successful completion, is 

another important benefit of the use of metacognitive strategies. Therefore, 

metacognitive strategies are generally very important in the SLA process because they 

contribute to academic success in general. Students with better metacognitive awareness 

are considered to have more control over their learning, more understanding and more 
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effective storage of information, as well as better ability to search for best ways of 

practicing and reinforcing the linguistic material they have already learnt (Johnson, 

2013).  

Metacognitive strategies in SLA are based on knowledge about the very process 

of language acquisition: that is, metacognitive data such as person knowledge (i.e., 

general knowledge of learners about their learning including cognitive and affective 

factors facilitating and mitigating the learning process), task knowledge (i.e., knowledge 

about procedures involved in the task that need to be accomplished for successful 

fulfilment of the task, including knowledge about the purpose and the nature of the task, 

knowledge about the learning phases requiring deliberate learning, and knowledge of 

task demands), and strategic knowledge (that is, knowledge about strategies working 

best in certain SLA situation, about general approaches to language learning guiding 

learners in strategy selection, etc.) (Takac, 2008).  

The role of metacognitive strategies is usually confined to successful language 

learning, so their use is of considerable importance in SLA because such strategies help 

learners to remain focused on their language learning process and allow them to 

consciously control their learning progress (Takac, 2008). Moreover, the use of 

metacognitive strategies is intimately connected with the employment of the concept of 

strategic competence in SLA. Strategic competences are defined as “a set of 

metacognitive components, or strategies, which can be thought of as higher order 

executive processes that provide a cognitive management function in language use” 

(Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 70). It is also necessary to keep in mind that 

metacognitive strategies include the procedures of goal setting, assessment of SLA 

progress, and planning, which differ from compensatory strategies in many linguistic 

aspects (Takac, 2008). 
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At the same time, it is unclear whether the prevalent use of metacognitive 

strategies is a sign of learners’ preferences or a characteristic of a higher level of 

proficiency. In fact, O’Malley et al. (1985) discovered that although students at all 

levels reported the use of an extensive variety of learning strategies, higher-level 

students reported greater use of metacognitive strategies, leading the researchers to 

conclude that the more successful students are probably able to implement greater 

metacognitive control over their learning. As is further explored elsewhere, given that a 

great proportion of respondents were higher-level learners, it could be that the 

prevalence of metacognitive strategies is a reflection of the composition of the sample.  

It is also important to mention that the statistical analysis laid out in chapter 4 did 

not reveal any statistical differences between metacognitive and social LLSs, which 

means that the social strategies are also one of the most preferred types among the 

students analysed in this study. The social strategy of language acquisition refers to 

such activities as asking questions, cooperating with peer learners and the teacher, and 

empathizing with others. Hence, it becomes possible to assume that the interaction 

aspect of SLA was considered highly meaningful by Saudi students participating in this 

study, since they relied on a learning process characterised by cooperation instead of 

preferring to study in isolation.  

The strategic role of social strategies in SLA is that they play a major role in 

ensuring fruitful communication, and language is primarily about communication and 

interaction between people. Even perfect mastery of grammar, syntax and morphology 

may fail to help a person communicate his or her message to other speakers of that 

language, mainly because the learner is unable to apply the foreign language for its 

primary communicative purpose. Therefore, the social strategy takes the leading role in 

the SLA process for the sake of helping students to communicate effectively in L2 by 

using the existing toolkit of L2 knowledge they possess. Since the set of social LLSs 
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includes such strategies as asking questions and cooperating with others, the social 

strategy is a major tool used by the L2 learner in clarifying problematic issues, filling 

informational gaps, seeking information, and enriching his or her L2 knowledge by 

learning from others.  

Moreover, the social strategy’s component of empathizing with others is also a 

vital communicative aspect of SLA, since learners should not only know the L2 as an 

isolated linguistic set of vocabulary and grammar patterns, but should also be able to 

communicate with that language’s native speakers. Such communication presupposes 

cultural and personal sensitivity and tact, cultural awareness, and empathy – an ability 

to perceive a person’s inner state, complex of values and norms, etc. Consequently, the 

social LLS is very helpful for L2 learners, as it provides them with applied skills of 

communicating their message to interlocutors, which enables them to realize their L2 

knowledge to its fullest extent and with maximum utility.  

According to Buresova (2007), the issue of social strategy use has acquired 

additional popularity recently, both in SLA research and in relation to the normal issues 

of daily life. The reason for such attention to social LLSs is that all communication in 

the world involves certain social interactions, and a person’s social background 

produces an enormous impact on his or her life, daily functioning and well-being. 

Learning to use social LLSs enables the teacher to make the classroom like an imitation 

of a small company, with the teacher performing the role of a manager, and students 

being workers who work on the production of certain merchandise – that is, L2. In cases 

where the learning atmosphere is comfortable and the classroom climate is appealing to 

everyone, the work is well organized, and students collaborate with each other 

fruitfully, the merchandize is likely to be produced on time and with high quality. In 

addition, active use of social LLSs enables each student in the L2 classroom to speak, 
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which may be challenging for some shy or passive students in a large class (Buresova, 

2007).  

An additional benefit of the social LLSs is also revealed in the learning 

environment. As pointed out by Takac (2008), social strategies are a highly beneficial 

tool for intensifying the contact of learners with their teachers. Therefore, L2 learners 

are involved in language learning and the environment of use without their direct and 

deliberate contribution, something which is at times highly effective in advancing the 

SLA process. Moreover, the advantage of using social LLSs effectively and correctly 

manifests itself during interactions of L2 learners with native speakers, allowing the 

former to ask the latter questions, clarify certain language-related issues, and learn 

further during the communicative process (Walker, 2008). 

Though the use of social LLSs during the process of L2 learning is generally 

beneficial and effective in many language-related aspects. Samida (2005) emphasized 

the fact that social LLSs become exceptionally significant in terms of the ability of 

students to ask questions and direct their learning process independently. Some students 

may be too shy to confess to their misunderstanding or confusion regarding certain 

issues in L2, which impairs their SLA progression and sometimes prevents them from 

advancing to a higher level of L2 mastery. However, as soon as students feel 

psychologically comfortable about asking questions, clarifying the meaning of words 

and phrases, as well as asking questions out of linguistic curiosity, their learning 

process may be improved. Therefore, teaching students the suitable use of social LLSs 

may bring the students to higher levels of L2 proficiency and give them possession of 

core skills for independent L2 learning after the formal SLA educational course.  

It is notable that according to Oxford’s LLS classification both metacognitive and 

social strategies of SLA belong to the category of indirect LLSs, and they both topped 

the list of most popular and most preferable strategies of the Saudi learners analysed 
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here. According to O’Malley and Chamot (1990, p. 140), indirect learning strategies 

“provide indirect support for language learning through focusing, planning, evaluating, 

seeking opportunities, controlling anxiety, increasing cooperation and empathy, as well 

as other means” (Oxford, 1990, p. 151). Therefore, it becomes clear that indirect 

strategies of SLA refer only partly to the process of language learning itself, and are 

more concerned with the aspects supporting a comfortable and productive language 

learning process and environment. Planning and evaluation, as well as a pursuit of 

opportunities for clarification and problem resolution, are indispensible elements of any 

learning process, so they should not be disregarded in the SLA process as they are 

necessary psychological levers for advancement on the path of mastering a foreign 

language.  

This perception of the vital role of social and metacognitive strategies in the 

process of SLA is echoed in the work of O’Malley and Chamot (1990) who recognized 

that the overall SLA process cannot be understood well without drawing a direct link 

between language and cognition. In the SLA process, complex cognitive skills and 

mechanisms are enacted in learners’ minds, helping them to seek individual solutions to 

challenging linguistic aspects, and assisting them in the advancement and 

comprehension of the overall learning process. Cognitive skills also help students to 

evaluate their progress and success in certain aspects of SLA, something which enables 

them to move further along the foreign language study process, with a conscious idea of 

what they have done and what else they need to do to master the language. Thus, 

metacognitive and social strategies help students make their way through, and make 

sense of, their overall learning process, both of which are essential in SLA. Teachers do 

not provide students with all the material and knowledge they need for mastery of the 

L2: the major portion of data and knowledge is sought and mastered by students 

through their own independent work. Therefore, metacognitive and social strategies 
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help students build links between their language studies and the wider environment in 

which they operate to advance the SLA process, as the findings of this study suggest.  

The use of cognitive strategies was found to operate at a fairly moderate level in 

this study of the sample of Saudi learners, which means that this kind of LLS is used 

rather frequently as compared to affective and memory strategies, but is still less 

popular than metacognitive and social strategies. Cognitive strategies have a wide range 

of applications such as reasoning, analysis, note-taking, summarization of the learned 

material, synthesizing, outlining, reorganization of information, development of 

schemas and knowledge structures, practice in the natural L2 settings, and formal 

practice of sounds and structures (Oxford, 2003). Therefore, cognitive LLSs play a 

critical role in the SLA progression of any L2 student, since they are directly related to 

L2 proficiency and determine the ability of a learner to accumulate and use L2 

knowledge.  

The importance of cognitive LLSs in L2 proficiency has been supported in many 

earlier studies such as those by Kato (1996), Ehrman and Oxford (1995) and Park 

(1994), as well as by more recent LLS-related studies. The role played by cognitive 

LLSs in L2 acquisition may be partly explained by the fact that employment of 

cognitive LLSs presupposes deep processing, formation, and revision of internal mental 

models, or schemata, related to L2. Moreover, cognitive LLSs facilitate the reception 

and production of messages in the target language in the forms of repetition, quick 

grasping of ideas, and analysis. For the reason that any SLA process is intricately 

connected with cognition and in-depth cognitive processes in the minds of L2 learners, 

the use of cognitive LLSs may be at the core of a conscious and productive L2 

acquisition process.  

Cognitive LLSs incorporate mental processes related to SLA. According to the 

estimate by Takac (2008), learning and problem-solving during L2 lessons takes place 
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primarily in the mental world of the learners, and cognitive LLSs help learners progress 

through them. The use of cognitive LLSs requires the application of such skills as direct 

analysis, transformation and synthesis of L2-related data, and the successful use of 

cognitive strategies is manifested in the successful ability of L2 learners to process the 

learnt materials and draw conclusions from them. Moreover, the use of cognitive LLSs 

presupposes manipulation and transformation of learning materials through processing 

and sending messages, reasoning, and creation of input and output structures (Mokhtari, 

2007).  

Though this study showed that this sample of Saudi students studied used 

cognitive LLSs as the third most popular ones in their SLA process, Walker (2008) 

earlier found that this category of LLSs is commonly the most popular and frequent 

among L2 learners. It is possible that the major reason for such popularity of cognitive 

LLSs is that they offer a variety of activities and mechanisms related to L2 acquisition. 

Moreover, the greatest benefit of cognitive LLSs concerns their explicit focus on 

practicing the L2, including repetition, formal practice of sounds and writing systems, 

recognition and use of language formulas and patterns, recombining and naturalistic 

practice (Walker, 2008).  

Saville-Troike (2012) also suggested that cognitive LLSs offer the possibility of 

training one’s L2 skills through repetition after certain L2 language models, translation 

from L1, remembering new words in L2 by means of establishing links with those 

sounding similarly in L1, and creating vivid mental images related to L2 studies. 

Cognitive LLSs also enable L2 learners to advance their knowledge through guessing 

the meanings of new material by employing inferencing skills, which are also highly 

valuable L2 mechanisms in further independent learning. These roles played by 

cognitive LLSs are perfectly in line with the purpose of those strategies formulated by 

Sung (2009) – to assist L2 learners in their work of understanding and producing of 
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spoken and written language in the L2. L2 learners at more advanced stages of L2 

knowledge commonly employ cognitive LLSs for skimming and locating the main idea 

of the L2 text. Adult L2 learners are also frequent users of LLSs, especially in analysis 

and reasoning for understanding the meaning and expressions in L2. Finally, the 

exceptional value of cognitive LLSs is in their ability to produce new expressions in L2, 

obviously with appropriate regard to the long-standing rules of grammar, syntax, and 

semantics in the language being learned.  

 From these accounts, one may draw the conclusion that successful language 

learning is difficult without the fitting use of cognitive LLSs. The strategic contribution 

of this type of strategies to the successful SLA process is also preconditioned by the fact 

that they perform the operative and cognitive-processing functioning in the L2 learning 

environment by means of involving L2 learners in both physical and mental interaction 

with the material they are learning. By applying cognitive LLSs, L2 learners also have 

the opportunity to apply specific language techniques to certain learning tasks, which is 

also a vital aspect of L2 learning (Yoshitomi, Umino, & Negishi, 2006).  

Another kind of meaning revealed in cognitive LLS use relates to the link 

between cognitive and metacognitive LLSs and students’ motivation. According to 

Dornyei and Schmidt (2001), cognitive and metacognitive strategies of L2 acquisition 

are most closely connected with learner motivation. Therefore, the authors associated 

the frequency of cognitive strategy use with the extent of liking for linguistic challenges 

in the L2 classroom. Following these ideas, L2 students who use cognitive LLSs more 

often are more likely to take educational challenges, and to be more successful in their 

progression through the SLA process. These students have stronger expectations of 

success because they possess higher self-confidence levels, experience lower anxiety 

levels, and have a stronger belief in their language aptitudes.  
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Though this study showed low frequency of cognitive strategy use by this sample 

of Saudi L2 learners, this evidence should not be considered conclusive, since Alhaisoni 

(2012) who also studied a sample of Saudi learners, identified cognitive LLSs as one of 

the two most frequently used LLSs. Therefore, the reason for which cognitive LLSs 

were not in the top two LLSs of this sample may fall within the scale of priorities that 

this sample had regarding the process of second language study. Metacognitive 

strategies are the most efficient and most frequent LLSs in a well-designed and directed 

SLA process. Hence, the choice of affective strategies may be explained by the desire of 

Saudi students to establish connections with the context and worldview of the L2 first, 

and then to gain technical mastery of it.  

This tendency is also visible in the study by Rahimi, Riazi and Saif (2008) who 

examined a sample of Iranian EFL learners and also found cognitive LLSs to be among 

less frequently used ones; Iranian students also preferred metacognitive and affective 

LLSs more. A later study by Flemens (2009) also provided evidence that race and 

ethnicity serve as an explanatory variable for different frequencies in the use of 

cognitive LLSs. The researcher found that cognitive LLS use frequency was the lowest 

for Asian and Hawaiian respondents to his study in comparison with Puerto Rican, 

Chinese, Egyptian and US students. In contrast to Saudi students, the study by 

Sabuncuoglu (2013) of a sample of Turkish students showed that these students used 

cognitive strategies in 30% of cases, which made the cognitive strategy the second most 

frequently used.  

Another category of LLSs used by L2 learners in their daily SLA activities is the 

set of compensation LLSs available for students. These strategies involve the use of 

guessing and gesture, and imply the possibility that L2 learners are able to solve L2-

related problems with the help of only the linguistic and non-linguistic knowledge they 

currently possess. This strategy is critical in the SLA process for many students, since it 
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gives them an opportunity to fill the gaps in their L2 knowledge depending on their 

communicative needs at any given moment of L2 use, both in the classroom and in real-

life interactions with L2 native speakers. The compensation LLS toolkit presupposes the 

use of such mechanisms as switching to one’s mother tongue, using other non-linguistic 

clues, getting assistance from L2 speakers, and using synonyms to transfer at least the 

approximate meaning within a communicative message.  

Oxford (1990) originally outlined two ways of employing compensatory LLSs: by 

means of guessing and overcoming. The use of guessing strategies primarily 

presupposes the ability to navigate through and pick correct linguistic clues and 

language elements more familiar and more easy to use for certain L2 learners, 

especially if they are more closely related to L1 items. Walker (2008) associated the 

application of compensation strategies in the SLA process with the selection of proper 

cognates for guessing the meaning of certain words. Students also have a variety of 

guessing tools besides cognates: they may employ the interpretation of non-verbal cues 

during communication with L2 native speakers to make inferences about the meaning of 

their communicative messages. The most helpful cues usually relate to observation of 

the speaker’s gestures and expressions, and based on that, guessing the content of 

linguistic information.  

Another compensatory strategy in the SLA process relates to overcoming, which 

means that the L2 learners drop the word or phrase they intended to use, and search for 

the most suitable synonyms or expressions to transfer their communicative message 

with minimal loss of meaning. Moreover, to communicate some idea in which they lack 

L2 competence, L2 learners may switch to their mother tongue, which is nevertheless a 

productive communicative technique. It is reasonable to admit that some interlocutors 

may have absolutely no knowledge of the speaker’s mother tongue, so switching to it is 

often of little assistance in the communicative process. Other overcoming compensatory 
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LLSs include seeking the help of others, resorting to mime and gestures, avoiding 

communication in L2 to a certain extent, and adjusting the message intended to be 

transferred to the interlocutor for it to fit the L2 command of the speaker. Additionally, 

L2 learners may employ the technique of coining new words on the basis of their 

knowledge about the rules of word formation and meaning of other related words in L2 

(Walker, 2008).  

Though compensatory strategies are ranked lower among the preferred L2 LLSs 

used by students in this study’s sample, and are generally regarded as a sign of L2 

ignorance, Ljungberg (2011) found that teaching the viable use of compensatory LLSs 

leads to an enormous benefits for L2 learners, and has numerous implications for L2 

teaching. Thus, the researchers found that students who used compensatory strategies 

effectively felt more confident about their L2 use, and achieved much higher levels of 

communicative effectiveness, even in topics and situations in which they lacked 

grammar and vocabulary knowledge. Students mastering compensatory strategies were 

more prone to attempt risk-taking behaviours in using words and expressions they were 

not confident about, and exhibited higher language use confidence both in the 

classroom and outside it. Hence, the increased use of compensatory LLSs is associated 

with the increased language awareness, language flexibility, and learner autonomy: 

critical features for achieving considerable progress in the course of SLA (Ljungberg, 

2011).  

As it appears from the present analysis of compensatory strategies in SLA and 

further L2 use in practice, this type of strategy may be a highly relevant and topical 

toolkit for those lacking certain basic skills and knowledge in the fields of grammar, 

pronunciation, or vocabulary of the foreign language they are learning. Since some L2 

learners may have insufficient knowledge of the L2 for easy and unrestricted 

communication with L2 native speakers, and since they lack cognitive and social LLSs 
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for finding purely linguistic ways out of those challenges, it is clear that compensatory 

LLSs play a vital role in the SLA progression of many students. However, the low rank 

of their preference in this study may be attributed to their lower-order significance and 

prioritization of their use by students who wish to advance their L2 knowledge and 

move towards more proactive LLSs.  

The use of compensatory LLSs may be considered a linguistic weakness, a lack of 

knowledge, and a low level of L2 educational achievement, which is often a hard truth 

to acknowledge for some L2 learners. However, compensatory LLSs still occupy the 

fourth place in the ranking of LLS types’ use, not the sixth one. This implies that 

students, no matter how hard they try to avoid the use of compensatory strategies, still 

have to resort to them in cases and linguistic situations that reveal some gaps in their 

knowledge and seriously impair their interactions with the teacher, other students, or L2 

native speakers. Therefore, despite the negative connotation associated with the use of 

compensatory LLSs, they become a vital survival tool for those becoming immersed in 

the L2 environment and lacking certain basic L2 knowledge and vocabulary.  

Where such situations occur, especially when L2 learners after acquiring some 

basic L2 knowledge, travel for further studies or work in the country where the L2 is a 

native language, having strong skills in using compensatory LLSs effectively is a basic 

precondition of survival and more or less normal social functioning in the L2 

environment. Under such conditions, compensatory strategies become the only 

opportunity for individuals to get the necessary information and achieve at least a basic 

level of mutual understanding with the L2 speakers. Hence, it is essential to learn how 

to use compensatory LLSs for students to be able to find their way in any situation 

involving the use of L2 in the native L2 environment.  

Finally, the affective LLS type was identified as the next to the last preferred LLS 

type by the sample of Saudi learners studied in this paper. The present distribution of 
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preferences is clear enough, taking into account that affective LLSs are primarily 

intended to provide L2 learners with skills and capabilities to deal with the emotions 

that they encounter during the L2 learning process. The risk-taking behaviour of L2 

students, relaxation techniques when experiencing anxiety, and provision of rewards to 

oneself in case of a successful completion of a certain task are all considered affective 

LLSs (Tavakoli, 2013).  

Oxford (2003) associated affective LLSs with activities in the L2 classroom 

related to the identification of one’s mood and anxiety levels, as well as initiating 

discussions of L2 learners’ feelings regarding their SLA process and challenges they 

encounter in that process. Some other affective LLSs include deep breathing, positive 

self-talk, and other inspirational actions. Despite the fact that affective LLSs have been 

ranked so low, which is also a typical result in other research studies on LLSs in L2 

acquisition, they indeed can play a strategically important role in successful L2 

learning. Affective LLS are very closely connected with students’ L2 proficiency, so 

there is a need to focus more on the introduction of affective LLSs in the L2 learning 

process.  

The realm of affective LLSs is closely linked to such issues as emotion, attitude, 

motivation and values, all of which relate to the deeply ingrained personal 

characteristics of learners. Therefore, the application of the affective LLS principles in 

the L2 classroom is highly significant. It may take such forms as using relaxing and 

cheerful music for mood correction and lowering of anxiety, completing self-

encouragement exercises, and undertaking meaningful talks with each other to uncover 

problems and resolve them or simply seek empathic support from peer L2 learners.  

A good command of affective LLSs is also considered to be one of the key 

features of good L2 learners, since gaining a higher level of L2 proficiency is 

inseparably connected with the ability to control one’s emotions and attitudes to the 
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learning process and the challenges that may be encountered during it. Negative 

feelings and low spirits, especially in cases where these are persistent throughout the 

learning process, may produce a very harmful effect on the learning process. In contrast, 

successful learners are usually highly aware of their own emotional state, and take 

active steps to address the feelings of hopelessness, anxiety and stress regarding 

challenging aspects of the SLA process.  

The teacher in the L2 classroom may also be considered partly accountable for 

creating a favourable educational atmosphere to facilitate the students’ affective use of 

LLSs. Thus, Samida (2005) advised the use of such techniques as giving students more 

responsibility in the L2 learning process, increasing the amount of natural 

communication in class (including the use of L2 native speakers), and teaching L2 

students effective, practically applicable, and relevant LLSs in the overall educational 

process. Moreover, students may contribute to their own emotional stability and 

effective learning process by means of the regular provision of valuable, meaningful 

rewards for themselves in case of successful task completion, and keeping reflective 

diaries to analyse their ups and downs in the SLA process (Sung, 2009).  

Overall, the low prevalence of affective LLSs’ use by the sample studied in this 

paper, as well as in many other previous studies, provides evidence of the low level of 

attention and regard given to the emotional climate of the L2 classroom, as well as the 

overall emotional well-being of L2 learners. Oxford (2003) suggested that the reported 

low use of affective LLSs by students is commonly related to their high level of 

proficiency, at which stage they no longer need those strategies, and rely more on 

cognitive, metacognitive and social LLSs instead. However, affective LLSs deal 

primarily with the emotional comfort of students, and proactive ways of dealing with 

stress associated with intense L2 learning. Therefore, there is a natural need to pay more 
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attention to the use of these LLSs in L2 classrooms to facilitate the learning process to 

optimise it, and to make it emotionally less stressful for students.  

The use of memory strategies which in this study is associated with the early 

stages of language learning, the beginning process of SLA. Memory strategies are used 

for entering new information into memory storage and for retrieving it when needed for 

communication: e.g., grouping, representing sounds in memory, structured reviewing, 

using physical response. Memory strategies are based on simple principles such as 

laying things out in order, making associations and reviewing. These principles are 

employed when a learner faces vocabulary learning challenges. The words and phrases 

can be associated with visual images that can be stored and retrieved for 

communication. Many learners make use of visual images, but some find it easy to 

connect words and phrases with sound, motion or touch. According to Samida (2005), 

the main advantage of memory strategies is that they are based on simple principles 

such as making associations, laying things out in a specific order, and reviewing the 

learned material. The present type of strategies is the most efficient tool in learning the 

foreign language vocabulary. By using these strategies, learners manage to advance to a 

higher level of proficiency, while at more advanced stages of SLA, memory strategies 

are used less frequently. The present diminishing frequency of their use does not 

manifest a refusal to use memory strategies, but rather may suggest a reduced awareness 

of the learners about using them. As is further explored below, the predominance of 

metacognitive strategy use may also be connected with the proficiency level of the 

respondents. After performing data analysis, Lai (2009) concluded that language 

proficiency is strongly correlated with LLS use, with proficient learners’ use of more 

LLS higher in order of cognitive thinking. For instance, proficient learners used 

metacognitive and cognitive strategies more often, as contrasted with the frequent use 

of social and memory strategies by less proficient learners. Given that the majority of 
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participants in this study were beyond their freshman year, it is not surprising that 

memory learning strategies are less used compared to the other five learning strategies 

being considered.  

In summary, the six learning strategies were used by all of the students in the 

sample to a greater or lesser extent. The memory strategy was the least used learning 

strategy, and the metacognitive strategy was the most highly used strategy. This is in 

line with previous research insofar as the importance of metacognitive learning 

strategies has been highlighted by a number of researchers. In addition, considering the 

composition of the sample and the relative usage of these two learning strategies, this 

data also supports the thesis that metacognitive strategy use is associated with higher-

level learners, whereas memory learning strategies are more closely associated with 

beginner learners. The relationship between learning strategies and proficiency is 

further examined below. Social, cognitive, and compensation strategies were used to an 

intermediate extent with no significant differences between them. This is not at odds 

with previous research, although, as demonstrated below, there is significant variation 

between the learning strategy use patterns identified in previous research. 

5.2.2 Learning Strategies and Proficiency (RQ2) 

The second question that this study proposed to answer was whether there was a 

significant difference in strategy use linked to the language proficiency of learners. This 

question aimed to identify the relationship between language learning strategy use and 

language proficiency level. As mentioned in the literature review section, “proficiency” 

is understood in its traditional sense “to refer in general to knowledge, competence or 

ability in the use of a language, irrespective of how, where, or under what conditions it 

has been acquired” (Bachman 1990, p. 16). In order to answer this research question, 

the quantitative analysis considered whether there was a relationship between specific 

indicators of proficiency such as the students’ level or school year, their average grades 
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and their scores on the Standardized Test of English Proficiency (STEP). The data 

revealed that proficiency factors did impact on students’ LLS preferences, leading to the 

rejection of the null hypotheses H02 that there was no significant difference in learning 

strategy with respect to the student’s language proficiency. 

All university year groups ranked the MET learning strategy the highest, and 

MEM lowest or second lowest. However, contrarily to existing literature (Samida 

2005), the quantitative data revealed that freshmen had higher average scores on the 

MET sub-scale than the more advanced sophomores, juniors or seniors. The 

sophomores, juniors and seniors did not differ from one another. As previously noted, 

the use of memory strategies is associated with the early stages of language learning, 

the beginning process of SLA; while at more advanced stages of SLA, memory 

strategies use would be expected to be less frequent. Therefore, considering each 

university year of study on its own, this data stands in sharp contrast to existing 

research. Nonetheless, as previously mentioned, these results should be interpreted with 

some caution, given there were considerably fewer freshmen students in the sample 

than students from the other years. In addition, it is possible that year of study, on its 

own, is not the best indicator of level of proficiency, as proficiency is defined as an 

“ability to use the language” (Bachman 1990, p. 16). As such, it is possible that factors 

beyond year of study lead individual learners at earlier years of study to be more 

capable of using the language than fellow students in subsequent/higher years. 

This data also shows a relationship between lower grade point averages (GPA) 

and the learning strategy use of participants. Previous studies have indicated a 

curvilinear relationship in the application of most learning strategies, implying that 

students with higher GPA display less application of these strategies (Park, 1997). 

However, this study has outcomes that pose some differences from previous studies. On 

average, participating students with lower grade point averages (GPA) had lower scores 
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on the SILL than did participating students with higher GPAs. Nonetheless, both low 

and high GPA groups showed similar relative rankings of the SILL sub-scales. In other 

words, participants exhibit similar patterns in the lower performance levels as they do in 

upper performance levels as shown in Wharton (2000). Thus, both low and high GPA 

groups used similar relative patterns of learning strategies, but those with a higher GPA 

used the strategies to a greater extent than those with lower GPAs, pointing towards 

higher LLS use among the more proficient students. These outcomes indicated a 

positive relationship in the application of learning strategies that was consistent with 

previous studies in the same area (Johnson, 2013).  

Alongside this, on average, individuals with higher Standardized Test of English 

Proficiency (STEP) scores reported higher use of strategies than did individuals with 

lower STEP scores. Despite overall group differences, low and high STEP score groups 

provided very similar relative rankings of the SILL sub-scales. As with the GPA 

discussed above, only Compensation Strategy (COM) and Cognitive Strategy (COG) 

exchanged positions (third to fourth). In summary, similarly to GPA scores, students 

with lower STEP scores had lower mean strategy scores than students with higher STEP 

scores. The changes in proficiency increase with the application of strategies following 

a linear structure, which is a feature that is exhibited in earlier comparisons of 

performance and learning strategies (Wharton, 2000; Griffiths, 2003). 

Overall, this data is in line with previous research supporting the thesis that higher 

proficiency learners tend towards greater use of learning strategies (Osanai, 2000; 

Wharton, 2000; Griffiths, 2003, Lai 2009). One such example in the literature is Park’s 

(1997) study of a sample of Korean students, which identified a linear relationship 

between LLS use and language proficiency. Osanai’s (2000) study of 147 foreign 

students in universities across the United States also found that self-rating proficiency 

was significantly related to the use of language learning strategies. In addition, 
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Wharton’s (2000) study of university students’ language learning strategies showed that 

students who rated their proficiency as “good” and “fair” used SILL strategies with 

significantly more frequency than those who rated their proficiency as “poor.” Wharton 

further found “a linear relationship between proficiency level and the reported 

frequency of use of many strategies” (Wharton, 2000, p. 231), and determined that “the 

relationship is two way, however, with proficiency affecting strategy use and vice 

versa” (p. 232). This assertion may go some way to explaining why an overwhelming 

amount of research and evidence, including the present study, points towards a 

relationship between general LLS use and proficiency, but there is less clarity as to 

whether particular learning strategies are associated with difference levels of 

proficiency. Learners who use learning strategies to a greater extent are likely to 

monitor their proficiency level and adapt their strategy use accordingly. 

The link between proficiency and strategy use is further evidenced in Griffiths’ 

(2003) study, conducted on the basis of an assumption that if students learn effectively, 

their rigour may be applied to language as well as to any other field of knowledge. The 

research itself included three stages, and was carried out in a private language school in 

Auckland, New Zealand. Data were collected using SILL, interviews and a classroom-

based program for instructing students on LLS use and English Language Learning 

Strategy Inventory construction. Griffiths used the data to identify the relationship 

between LLS use and proficiency, and for determining whether there were any changes 

in LLS use after overt, explicit LLS use training had been provided. The researcher’s 

findings imply that teachers consider LLS knowledge and use as highly essential in 

their L2 classrooms, and that there is a close, direct relationship between LLS use 

frequency and language proficiency levels of students (Griffiths, 2003). Finally, the 

current data is also in line with Green and Oxford (1995), who identified that higher-
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level students reported using language learning strategies of all kinds more frequently 

than did lower-level students. 

However, the present data is inconclusive as to whether particular learning 

strategies are associated with specific levels of proficiency. In fact, this aspect of the 

relationship between proficiency and learning strategy use is still widely disputed. As 

was discussed in the previous section, some research has found that metacognitive 

strategies are associated with higher level learners (Samida 2005; Takac 2008; Sung 

2009 and Johnson 2013). In line with this, Ghavamnia, Kassaian, and Dabaghi (2011) 

undertook a more extensive study linking LLS use with language learning beliefs, 

motivation, and proficiency. Their sample included a homogeneous sample of 80 

Iranian students, and data were collected with the help of SILL, Beliefs about Language 

Learning Inventory (BALLI), and a TOEFL test. According to the researchers’ findings, 

these students were able to use a range of LLSs, but the overwhelming majority showed 

a pronounced preference for certain types. The findings of Ghavamnia et al. (2011) 

demonstrated a positive relationship between LLS use and motivation, proficiency and 

language learning beliefs, with researchers noting that the number of LLS used during 

L2 studies increased with the degree of positivity in the language learning beliefs of the 

learner. This is consistent with Javid’s (2013) study on the effects of English language 

proficiency on the choice of LLS by Saudi English-major undergraduates regarding 

preference of cognitive and metacognitive strategies by more proficient students, and 

ranking of memory strategies as selected by the least proficient L2 learners. The 

implications of Javid’s (2013) research show that LLS use should be included in the L2 

learning curriculum for weaker students to be able to enhance their language 

proficiency by using a wider range of LLS appropriate to different classroom activities. 

In contrast to Javid (2013), stands the research of Salahshour, Sharifi, and 

Salahshour (2013). Although their research also yielded positive findings regarding the 
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relationship between LLS use and the language proficiency of L2 learners, their 

analysis of Iranian school learners’ LLS use showed that LLSs were used with medium 

frequency, and that cognitive strategies were the least frequent choice of the 

respondents as compared to the most frequent selection of metacognitive LLS. In 

addition, other research linked a variety of other learning strategies to higher 

proficiency. Examples of this include an association between higher proficiency and 

strategies such as functional (Huang and Naerssen, 1987) and cognitive (Ehrman and 

Oxford, 1995; Lai 2009) strategies. Radwan (2011) studied 128 students majoring in 

English at the Sultan Qaboos University in Oman with the help of SILL. In this study, 

proficiency was positively correlated with metacognitive, cognitive and affective 

strategy selection, which is consistent with the findings by Kato (2005). Tam’s (2013) 

study conducted with 50 first year university students at the Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University revealed a prevalence for using compensation, cognitive, and social 

strategies among proficient L2 learners, which is to a certain degree in contradiction 

with the studies by Lai (2009), Griffiths (2003), and Song (2005). However, such a 

difference in LLS preference by proficient learners of L2 may also be attributed to the 

country of study, students’ origin, and the dominant L2 teaching approach in the 

country where the study was conducted, something that will be discussed in further 

subsections. 

However, not all LLSs are found to have a positive effect on language 

proficiency, as suggested by recent research findings (Shamis 2003), or that some 

strategies, in the case of being inappropriately applied to certain learning situations, 

may even produce a negative effect on performance (Song 2005), thus being negatively 

correlated with language proficiency. Shamis (2003) conducted a study with Palestinian 

students at An-Najah National University and showed that metacognitive strategies 

were used most frequently (79.6% of cases), while compensation strategies enjoyed 
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only a 63% rate of responses. The findings by Shamis (2003) are at odds with the 

present study because the researcher also found no significant effect of language 

proficiency on LLS use, and recommended the inclusion of more explicit training on 

cognitive, memory, and compensation strategies into the regular classroom activities. 

While the choice for cognitive strategies is consistent with previous findings on LLS 

use and effectiveness, memory and compensation strategies are generally connected 

with lower efficiency in L2 studies. 

Also at odds with the findings reported in this study and much of the previously 

mentioned literature are the findings by Song (2005) on the relationship between 

language proficiency and LLS use. Song used a 43-item strategy-use questionnaire 

among test takers of the Michigan English Language Assessment Battery (MELAB) to 

study relationships between reported LLS use and language test performance (assumed 

to reveal students’ proficiency). According to Song’s research findings, some strategies 

influenced language performance positively, while others had a considerable negative 

effect on proficiency. In the specific example of MELAB, such strategies as 

repeating/confirming information and generating strategies were found to influence 

proficiency negatively, while linking with prior knowledge and writing strategies were 

positively correlated with performance (Song, 2005). However, it is noted that 

MELAB’s reliability may not be compared with that of the SILL questionnaire and that 

exam performance may not be the best indicator of language proficiency, given the 

unnatural and stressful context of performing under exam conditions. 

Finally, although the frequency distribution of grade point average (GPA) scores 

among the 395 students who provided such data for the present study was 

approximately normal, there were considerably fewer 1st year students in this sample 

than students in the other years. The frequencies in each level ranged from a minimum 

of 41 (8.9%) for the freshmen to a maximum of 170 (36.7%) for the juniors. The group 
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sizes representing STEP scores were also unbalanced, with very few participants 

identifying their scores as below average (4.5%) or poor (1.75). Consequently, these 

results should be interpreted with some caution given there were considerably fewer 

freshmen students in the sample than in the other years and considerably fewer students 

with low STEP scores and these constituted two out of the three measures of 

proficiency considered. Nonetheless, the assertion that the there is a positive correlation 

between greater LLS use and higher proficiency is backed by an overwhelming amount 

of evidence and previous research. As such, it is suggested that there was a significant 

difference in strategy use linked to the proficiency of the Saudi Arabian EFL learners 

taking part in this study. 

Analysis of SILL scores by year showed the freshmen had higher metacognitive 

scores than the other years. The scores on the other sub-scales did not differ 

significantly by year. In addition, students with lower GPAs had lower strategy use than 

students with higher GPAs and students with lower STEP scores had lower mean 

strategy scores than students with higher STEP scores. Overall, this data is in line with 

previous research supporting the thesis that higher proficiency learners tend towards the 

greater use of learning strategies, examples of which include Green and Oxford’s 

(1995) study and the study by Shamis (2003). 

It is suggested that these results should be interpreted with some caution given 

there were considerably fewer freshmen students in the sample than in the other years 

and considerably fewer students with low STEP scores, and that these constituted two 

out of the three measures of proficiency considered. Nonetheless, the findings of this 

research are in line with previous evidence and a grounded understanding within the 

research community that proficient L2 learners use more LLSs of higher levels than 

unsuccessful learners do.  
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Furthermore, although the research into language learning strategies used by 

successful and unsuccessful language learners, and the context of their use, has 

produced some valuable insights, the framework that emerges is far from unified. 

Possible reasons for this lack of unity might include the different contexts of the studies, 

the differing research methods used, or the varying nature of the language learners 

themselves. Even though, as discussed in the previous section, participants in this study 

ranked metacognitive learning strategies above all others, the present data is 

inconclusive as to whether particular learning strategies are associated with specific 

levels of proficiency.  

Notably, there are strategies within the entire SLA context that did not feature in 

this study, but have been used in previous studies exploring similar relationships. For 

instance, Song (2005) explores additional strategies such as writing and linking with 

prior knowledge. Within the study, the strategies proved positive correlation with 

performance, indicating they would be beneficial if taught to students. The fact that this 

study does not feature the application of these strategies suggests the possibility of 

better proficiency should these strategies be incorporated into their learning. However, 

some strategies such as the repetition and confirmation of information, which are absent 

from the study, may not be necessary to influence proficiency. This feature is due to the 

suggestion of previous studies that their application only generates negative outcomes 

for SLA (Song, 2005). 

Summing up the presented evidence on the link between language proficiency and 

LLS use, one should note that presently available findings are quite conflicting on this 

issue. The studies by Osanai (2000), Wharton (2000), Griffiths (2003), and Lai (2009) 

determined a direct link between increasing L2 proficiency and increasing frequency of 

LLS use, together with Samida’s (2005) finding that students with lower L2 proficiency 

use metacognitive LLSs rarely. The findings by Oxford and Green (1995) are congruent 
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with these study outcomes, as well as the study by Javid (2013), stating that more 

proficient Saudi learners use cognitive and metacognitive strategies most often. 

However, the study by Salahshour (2013) provided findings contradictory to those by 

Javid (2013), stating that cognitive LLSs were the least preferred ones among students 

with medium L2 proficiency. Kato (2005) and Radwan (2011) found that proficiency in 

L2 is positively associated with metacognitive, cognitive and affective LLSs, while 

their findings were contrasted with studies by Lai (2009), Griffiths (2003), and Song 

(2005) stating that the country of study, of origin, and the L2 teaching approach 

determined LLS use more strongly than did L2 proficiency.   

This study has identified a significant difference in strategy use linked to the 

proficiency of the Saudi Arabian EFL learners taking part in this study. As such, the 

author follows Shamis (2003) and Javid (2013) in recommending the inclusion of more 

training about learning strategies and their use in the classroom. If learners are made 

more aware of language learning strategies and their use, they will be better equipped to 

develop their proficiency levels and will be more likely to succeed in their language 

learning. The inclusion of LLSs in the curriculum will be especially helpful for learners 

who may be struggling (Javid 2013), but will also be beneficial to all learners. 

Nonetheless, language proficiency is not the only variable affecting LLS use. Among 

other factors, the variable of gender and the impact of culture have also been identified 

in previous research as having a powerful impact on LLS selection and use frequency. 

The impact of these factors will be discussed in detail below. 

5.2.3 Learning Strategies and Gender (RQ3) 

The third question which this study proposed to answer was whether there was a 

significant difference in strategy use between genders. The aim was to investigate the 

similarities and differences in male and female learners in the use of language learning 

strategies. This aspect of the study is highly significant, taking into account the existing 
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ambiguity and lack of consensus on the gender-LLS relationship to date. A large body 

of research exists about gender differences with respect to second language learning. A 

number of authors have suggested that females, due to cognitive and social factors, have 

a higher aptitude for second language learning. It is quite notable that the focus on 

gender aspects of SLA research, particularly in the field of LLS use, emerged only 

recently, with scant attention paid to these aspects up to the 1980s and 1990s, as 

highlighted by O’Malley and Chamot (1990). Though there was much evidence about 

the difference between male and female cognitive mechanisms concerning the world’s 

perception and learning, the classroom was not meant for considering those differences 

and implementing them in the classroom activities. However, such authors as Oxford et 

al. (1988), Ekstrand (1980), Spencer and Lewis (1986), among others, conducted a 

series of pioneering studies in the field to attract attention to the fact that male and 

female linguistic education should be approached differently. 

As has been noted, the body of research into male and female LLS use trends is 

quite varied and contradictory. For instance, Ehrman and Oxford (1989), O’Malley and 

Chamot (1990), and Oxford (1993) established a firm link between gender and LLSs. In 

turn, Oxford and Nyikos (1989), Kaylani (1996), Ching-Yi et al. (2007) and Zeynali 

(2012) found that females were prone to using LLSs more frequently and more 

diversely than males did. At the same time, Teh et al. (2009) claimed that females used 

only social LLSs more than males, while males were prone to using more varied LLSs 

more frequently. In support of Teh et al.’s (2009) findings, Huerta et al. (2012) and 

Gardner & Lambert (1972) postulated that females scored higher on positive affective 

variables related to language learning, but males scored higher on all other variables. 

More than that, Huerta et al. (2012) claimed that LLS use by males and females was 

generally similar, and that no gender differences could be used to explain the disparities 

in LLS use in specific study samples.  
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Therefore, as one can see, the preliminary research is very diverse and 

contradictory; hence the need to gain more insight into what role gender plays in the 

LLS selection and frequency of use. Both male and female learners in this study showed 

an almost identical pattern of LLS use, with only slight variations in the aspect of 

cognitive and communicative strategies’ use – with female LLS use being more 

frequent than male use. These findings prove the idea of Zeynali (2012) that male and 

female students learn languages differently, mainly because of the wide spectrum of 

their biological, psychological and socio-cultural disparities.  

The present finding is in line with much published research on gender differences 

in LLS use; the tradition of considering females as more active LLS users is quite long-

standing. For instance, even in the 1980s, Oxford, Nyikos and Ehrman’s (1988) review 

of the literature revealed that three of the four published studies at the time indicated 

that females’ aptitude for studying L2 was considerably higher than that of males. 

Another study with which the present findings are congruent is that by Kaylani (1996), 

the researcher who found a link between gender and motivation on EFL learning 

strategy use by students in Jordan. Kaylani (1996) found that female students tried 

harder to achieve the EFL proficiency, using the LLS more extensively for that purpose. 

The assumption guiding Kaylani’s research (1996) was that females often reveal a 

higher desire to please and gain approval in the process of studies for the sake of 

receiving higher grades, so they reveal a more pro-social mode of behaviour than males 

do. Moreover, verbal skills emerge earlier in the cognitive domain of females, so they 

usually display a greater ability in articulation, present more language fluency, and are 

able to utter longer and more complex language patterns. Therefore, in the sample by 

Kaylani (1996), females used LLSs more frequently, supporting the findings of this 

research.  
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This study revealed similar findings to those obtained by Rua (2006). The 

researcher identified a number of variables related to gender affecting males’ and 

females’ study progress. For instance, females’ verbal intelligence, that is, aptitude has 

always been regarded as enabling them to reach higher levels of language learning 

mastery. Females are reported to possess a more positive attitude to language learning, 

L2 speakers, and L2 culture, which contributes to the emergence of students’ higher 

motivational levels during the SLA process. These factors further contribute to the 

increase in self-confidence and reduction in anxiety, thus creating a more favourable L2 

learning environment. Hence, these variables determined by Rua (2006) have also been 

associated with greater use of LLSs in this study.  

The quantitative data indicates that, on average, females had consistently higher 

means on all the subscales than did males. In other words, the female participants in this 

study used learning strategies more than the male participants did. This is in line with a 

considerable amount of evidence which indicates that females tend to use LLS more 

extensively than males (Oxford and Nyikos, 1989; Kaylani, 1996; Oxford et al., 2004; 

Chang et al., 2007; Zeynali 2012). Nonetheless, both the male and female participants 

in the current study showed very similar rankings of the SILL sub-scale scores with 

only a slight variation in the rankings of COG and COM strategies. These findings thus 

stand in contrast to the findings by Teh et al. (2009) who noted that females rely more 

heavily on the social-based strategies, while males are found to employ a wider variety 

of strategies (Teh et al., 2009).  

Another study contradicting the findings of this research is that by Radwan (2011) 

who researched a sample of Omani students with the purpose of clarifying their LLS 

use patterns. The researcher found that male students tended to use metacognitive 

strategies most frequently, and male LLS frequency did not differ considerably from 

that of females. One significant difference noted between the genders was that male 



 233 

students were more prone to using social strategies, which is quite surprising in the 

framework of the mainstream research on LLS use. Thus, Radwan (2011) observed a 

more intense use of LLSs by males, which is contrary to this study’s observations 

suggesting more frequent and diverse LLS use by females.  

As the diverse cited evidence suggests, the major problem with determining 

gender impact on LLS use is in clarifying whether the qualitative characteristics of a 

sample or its quantitative frequencies of LLS use possess major significance in 

determining differences. Oxford et al. (2004), for instance, clarified to a certain extent 

that females used quantitatively more LLSs, which implied at the time of that research 

publication that female students would be more successful in the L2 process. However, 

this evidence was not supported by later studies which showed that the differences 

between males and females are qualitative rather than quantitative. Indeed, later 

extensive empirical studies proved that females felt more positive about language 

studies, which provided scholars with enough evidence to suggest that such a positive 

attitude to studies would suggest more productive L2 learning outcomes (Huerta et al., 

2012).  

Rua (2006) also noted that environmental factors such as social sex-stereotyping 

of jobs and interactional patterns may contribute to females’ tendency to involve 

themselves in language learning more often than males do. Moreover, the combination 

of individual differences and the social conditions under which males and females study 

L2 produce a strong contribution to the L2 learning success. However, as will be 

discussed later, these social conditions are not always advantageous to female learners. 

In this context, female advantage in L2 learning has become a generally accepted 

understanding within the research community, only challenged by authors such as 

Brantmier et al. (2007) who remained unconvinced by the existing evidence. More 

importantly, regardless of whether females have a better aptitude for L2 learning, the 
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present data is in line with a considerable body of research which has verified the 

gender-LLS relationship (Ehrman & Oxford, 1989; O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; 

Oxford, 1993) and learners’ cultural backgrounds (Bedell & Oxford, 1996; Grainger, 

1997). 

Gardner and Lambert’s (1972) study was one of the first to turn attention to the 

different extraneous variables other than gender which may produce an impact on LLS 

use frequency among males and females. The researchers suggested that the major 

portion of differences lies within females’ tendency to report more positive affective 

variables in L2 learning than males do, which accounts for the different L2 study 

outcomes (Huerta et al., 2012). However, these results must be treated with caution as 

there were 301 males (65%) and 136 females (29%) in the current sample, with 26 

missing values (6%). This sample may have somewhat skewed the results in so far as 

there were more than twice as many male as there were female participants. In addition, 

the present findings are not surprising, as there is no consensus as to whether particular 

learning styles are more prevalent in either gender. 

The findings of this research contain strong evidence of the fact that males and 

females in this particular research group exhibited highly similar behaviours in the LLS 

selection and frequency of LLS use. Therefore, the findings of this study appear 

incongruent with the earlier findings by Huerta et al. (2012) who identified females as 

being much more proficient in language acquisition and use. Despite the fact that there 

is still little consensus about the ways in which gender affects human aptitude to 

learning a language, the overwhelming portion of the research community unanimously 

agrees on the principle that gender is a critical individual and social variable which 

profoundly affects the language learning process of every person.  

Part of the reason why it may be difficult to theorise about the impact of gender 

on learners’ language proficiency and LSS use, is that gender carries an important 
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cultural element, and cultural differences tend to be nuanced and complex. Ekstrand 

(1980) largely attributed gender differences in L2 learning to cognitive and cultural 

differences among students. Gender differences in socialization between male and 

females also affects both social behaviour and cognitive development (Kaylani, 1996). 

In addition, parental attitudes and gender-related cultural beliefs are supposed to 

influence the students’ expectations about their own success in EFL studies, and their 

motivation and effort. Moreover, the study of a foreign language is conventionally seen 

as being primarily a female subject, which may diminish the motivation and rigour of 

male students. Kayaoglu (2012) also inferred that males tended to favour cognitive 

strategies such as practicing naturalistically, translating and analysing contrastively, 

thus showing that males were in a culturally more advantageous position regarding 

practicing their English skills, as they had more opportunities for meeting, making 

friends, and communicating with native English speakers, in contrast to females who 

had limited opportunities for doing so.  

In the currently available research on gender impact on LLS use, social strategies 

were typically associated with female students’ use, but it is necessary to treat research 

results with caution regarding the cultural context in which they are conducted. In 

Western societies, language learning is traditionally regarded as a female occupation, 

and though males also often become L2 learners, their aptitude for L2 studies is always 

considered to be naturally lower than that of females. However, in Arabic societies, 

males traditionally receive professional education more frequently than females do, so 

they are often considered much more apt learners. Females in the Arabic society are less 

communicative because of stringent social norms of conduct. Therefore, they may be 

less proficient in using social strategies, and use them less frequently, thus contradicting 

the common trends in LLS use recorded for decades of Western research. 
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Taking into account such disparities in research findings about trends in LLS use 

among male and female L2 learners in different countries of the world, many 

researchers have embarked on cross-cultural comparisons to provide more consistent 

data about culturally-specific LLS use. One such study was conducted by Hong-Nam 

and Leavell (2006) who researched a culturally heterogeneous sample of 55 students 

undergoing an Intensive English Program (IEP). Their findings showed the higher 

frequency of LLS use among females, and provided evidence supporting more frequent 

use of affective and social strategies by female students. However, Hong-Nam and 

Leavell also found that females did not use affective and memory strategies, which 

distinguished them from the male sample, the representatives of which used the whole 

spectrum of strategies, though with lower frequency than females did.  

Some other studies of gender difference in LLS use also hold significance for the 

present research, since they explain why the present study yielded such findings. For 

instance, the study by Shamis (2003) should be considered, as this researcher worked 

extensively on the identification of the impact of gender on LLS use in a sample of 

Palestinian students. Shamis’s (2003) conclusions imply that there is no estimated 

impact of gender or proficiency on the LLS use by students in his sample, which is also 

consistent with this study’s findings suggesting the insignificant role of gender in LLS 

selection and frequency. In addition, a study conducted by Nisbet, Tindall, and Arroyo 

(2005) of 168 third-year English majors Chinese students indicated that no significant 

differences between males and females on the eight measures of learning strategy 

preferences and proficiency. Chang (2011) reached similar findings on the issue of 

gender use in his comprehensive research with a sample of 360 Taiwanese students. 

That study again proved that gender possessed little significance in the issues related to 

LLS use trends, and assigned much more value to the students’ motivation to learn a 

language and achieve a certain amount of proficiency in L2.  
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5.2.4 Conclusions  

The quantitative portion of research findings from this study contains much 

interesting and valuable evidence for the overall field of LLS research in Saudi Arabia. 

The questions targeted in the quantitative part of analysis related to the frequency of 

LLS use by learners in general, to identification of gender-specific, proficiency-specific, 

and age-specific differences in LLS use trends and choices. Therefore, it is appropriate 

to summarize the findings on each point of interest, and to refer to the meaningfulness 

of those data for the overall field of the SLA research.  

The analysis of gradation of LLSs in the sample of Saudi learners selected for the 

present study showed that the most frequently used LLSs include metacognitive and 

social strategies, while memory and affective strategies occupy the lowest stages among 

preferences of students in the studied sample, for both males and females. The high 

level of metacognitive strategies’ popularity is very understandable, and this category of 

LLSs is considered the most frequently used one worldwide, especially by students 

possessing considerable levels of proficiency in L2. The metacognitive strategy allows 

L2 learners to comprehend and process their knowledge of L2, to produce new 

knowledge based solely on their inferences from what they already know, and this 

strategy also allows students to conduct a self-directed process of education and 

enrichment of L2 knowledge. Consequently, its popularity among students of both 

genders is reasonable. 

Second, the low level of popularity of memory strategies can also be explained in 

the light of this LLS’s specificity of use. Memory strategies are necessary for students 

with a low level of L2 proficiency because of the need to memorize verbs and grammar 

units without comprehending their meaning and value cognitively. After the initial data 

set of L2 units is accumulated through memory strategies, various cognitive and meta-

cognitive processes start in the minds of L2 learners, leading to higher-order thinking 
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and knowledge processing mechanisms. Therefore, memory strategies lose their 

significance for people possessing a more or less advanced level of L2 knowledge, 

mainly because other LLSs appear more productive in comparison with memory 

strategies’ application.  

The study’s findings related to the impact of proficiency on LLS use frequency 

and LLS choices also showed a considerable difference between LLSs at the starting 

point of L2 studies, and LLS use trends at later stages of the learning process. This 

evidence is suggestive of the impact of differences in LLS use related to the students’ 

age and proficiency in L2 also considered in this study. The findings by Rubin (1975, 

1981), Rigney (1978), Stern (1975), and Politzer and McGroarty (1985) set the ground 

for understanding the relationship between proficiency and LLS use, and clarified that 

good learners, that is, learners with a considerable level of proficiency, identify more 

effective learning strategies and distinguish them from less effective ones at later stages 

of the L2 learning process. Therefore, more proficient L2 learners seem to use LLSs 

that have already demonstrated success and productivity for them, which is ultimately 

manifested in their performing L2 tasks more proficiently, and dealing with new L2 

learning materials more easily.  

According to the findings by Naiman et al. (1978), people who are good at foreign 

languages possess a conscious skill for selecting and adjusting their learning styles and 

learning strategies to the needs of each particular situation. Therefore, proficient L2 

learners do not neglect any of the LLSs, but rather choose to use them in the language-

related situations they consider appropriate. Moreover, it is essential that proficient L2 

learners tend to separate their cognitive processing mechanisms and the body of 

knowledge they possess in L2 from the knowledge base of L1, so that the two do not 

interfere with the use of any of the languages.  
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The tendency by more proficient students to use metacognitive LLSs was noted 

by O’Malley et al. (1985) about three decades ago, and this trend persists nowadays. 

Students with poor knowledge of L2 do not possess enough cognitive material to 

become involved in meta-cognitive processing. Therefore, they tend to use 

supplementary LLSs for the enrichment of their knowledge base, which further allows 

them to involve metacognitive processes of language-related knowledge construction 

more productively. Wharton (2000) also suggested a linear relationship between 

linguistic proficiency and LLS use, which proves the point that students become more 

selective and more conscious in LLS selection as they obtain more L2 proficiency and 

raise their level of professional linguistic knowledge.  

 Students’ age and LLS use may also be found to be related to the identified 

differences in LLS selection and intensity of LLS use between freshmen and students of 

later courses. Students become more aware of their learning strengths and weaknesses 

as they become older and more experienced. Therefore, the variable of age may also be 

considered as a meaningful determinant in LLS use research.  

This study supports a considerable body of research which has verified the 

gender-LLS relationship (Ehrman & Oxford, 1989; O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; 

Oxford, 1993). In addition, this data indicates that Saudi female EFL learners use 

learning strategies more than males. This follows some research including the studies 

by Politzer (1983), Ehrman & Oxford (1989), Oxford and Nyikos (1989), Kaylani 

(1996), Oxford et al. (2004), Chang et al. (2007), and Zeynali (2012). However, other 

research concluded that male learners were more effective and better learners and LLS 

users (Zamri, 2004; Tran, 1988; Tercanlioglu, 2004), while some studies contain mixed 

results which show no significant differences between genders in the use of LLS (Lee 

and Oxford, 2008; Peng, 2001; and Chou, 2002). As such, the present findings are not 
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surprising in so far as there is no consensus as to whether particular learning styles are 

more prevalent with either gender. 

Part of the reason why it may be difficult to theorise about the impact of gender 

on the learners’ language proficiency and LSS use, is that gender carries an important 

cultural element and cultural differences tend to be nuanced and complex. At the same 

time, the participants did not especially reflect on the impact of gender on their learning 

throughout the qualitative interviews, and this remains an area which would merit 

further exploration. Hence, any conclusions regarding the impact of gender on second 

language learning and the use of LSS should be treated with caution. Additional socio-

demographic and individual characteristics have to be taken into account in 

understanding the full set of LLS use determinants. As such, the importance of cultural 

background is discussed in detail in the following section. 

5.3 Qualitative Results Discussion 

A considerable amount of research attention has been, and is still being paid to the 

issues of the impact of cultural background on the LLS use among L2 learners 

worldwide. This interest is not surprising because students coming from different 

cultures and who are raised in different environments usually have totally different 

perceptions about the modes of learning and practicing a foreign language. In addition, 

they may have different learning traditions and values transferred to them by their 

parents, which are also highly meaningful for the SLA process in various settings. 

Consequently, the investigation of the impact of students’ cultural background is an 

important step in SLA research in general, and research on LLSs in particular.  

A close connection between students’ cultural background and LLS use has been 

researched by many scholars within the past couples of decades, mainly because such 

researchers as Oxford (1996), Lee (2010), Politzer and McGroarty (1985), O’Malley 

and Chamot (1990), and others realized the pervasive impact of a person’s authentic 
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local culture on the approaches to studying a foreign language. Oxford (1996), for 

instance, researched the peculiarities of LLS use practiced by Hispanic students, and 

clarified that this ethnic category tended to use predicting, inferring and avoiding details 

techniques more often than other groups of L2 learners did. In addition, Hispanic 

students preferred to work alone, which was also true for Japanese students in the study 

by Oxford (1996). North American students were characterized by the researcher as 

those favouring reflection in the learning process more, and perceiving the L2 process 

as a more independent process, relying on the teacher’s assistance only partially.  

Similar differences in culturally based perceptions of the learning process among 

students studying a foreign language were noted by Lee (2010), Politzer and McGroarty 

(1985), O’Malley and Chamot (1990), Foster (2012), Deneme (2010), Rao (2006), and 

other researchers. Both the teacher and his/her students are affected by their cultural 

backgrounds, so the learning process often becomes a very culturally specific 

phenomenon. Such peculiarities have to be understood well by all participants of the L2 

learning process, and students should be aware of the impact that their culture has on 

their learning process. Such awareness and the conscious adaptation of a certain 

flexibility in LLS selection are likely to provide a strong contribution to the progress of 

the L2 learning. Therefore, a portion of this research was aimed at identifying the 

students’ personal opinions about the nature of the impact their Arabic culture has on 

their L2 learning process. Such evidence may serve as a valuable addition to the 

objective research findings, since it will exemplify the subjective, individual accounts 

of students regarding their own cultural experiences related to SLA, which may help 

both researchers and teachers to shape L2 learning processes and tasks in 

correspondence with the needs of learners representing certain cultures.  
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5.3.1 Impact of Cultural Background on Students’ Selection of LLSs (RQ4) 

The fourth question which this study aimed to answer was whether cultural 

background may impact on the language learning strategy use of EFL learners in Saudi 

Arabia. As it has been observed in the section above, the impact of culture is complex 

and nuanced. As such, the aim was to use qualitative interview data in order to 

determine how cultural background affects language learning strategy use in second 

language learning. The existing literature broadly identifies that cultural background has 

an impact on learners LSS use in so far as “certain types of learners defined by cultural 

background are predisposed to use certain types of strategies, and many language 

learning strategies may be used on ethnocentric assumptions about effective language 

learning” (Lee 2010, p. 145).  

The key differences in the LLS use as affected by the cultural peculiarities of EFL 

students are mainly explained by varying attitudes to authority, beliefs about the 

comparative complexity of studying a language, ideas about the centrality of text and 

memorization in the process of ESL and EFL studies, and the perceived extent of 

allowed creativity and self-expression in the educational process (Oxford, 1996). A 

number of different studies have considered how cultural background affects the LSS 

preferences of learners from specific countries such Jordan, Spain and Turkey (Deneme, 

2010), China (Rao, 2006), Sri Lanka (Liyanage, Grimbeek, and Bryer, 2003). In 

addition, others have considered the impact of broader cultural groupings such as Asian 

students (O’Malley et al., 1985) and Hispanic students (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). 

With respect to the learning strategy use of Arabic speaking learners, research has found 

that that these learners are more apt to use concrete-sequential learning styles. However, 

there is a noted scarcity of research into students in Arabic countries such as Saudi 

Arabia (Aljuaid, 2012; Radwan, 2011). In addition, it is of vital importance that 
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researchers consider what ethnocentric assumptions about effective ESL and EFL 

learning may underlie beliefs about the effect of culture upon learning (Lee, 2010). 

Since the present study undertook analysis of the impact of cultural background of 

students on their LLS use and selection, it is essential to turn attention to the overall 

perception regarding English language learning shaped by the Arabic culture. To 

engage with this issue, the researcher conducted a qualitative portion of research that 

showed that students were mostly sceptical regarding the impact of their Arabic culture 

on L2 learning, and did not see any immediate connections and impact between those 

two aspects. However, some interviewees saw the source of strong ethical and moral 

values in their culture, such as the positive example of Prophet Muhammad who knew 

many languages. Thus, some interviewees saw the example of the Prophet Muhammad 

as laid out in the Quran as an imperative for them to study foreign languages as well, 

and felt inspired by his example for making their linguistic knowledge richer and more 

diverse.  

Quite interestingly, some interviewees noted that their religion aided them in the 

process of SLA, mostly because of the deeply ingrained skills for memorizing material. 

They learned the Quran in childhood, and got used to memorizing large amounts of 

information, which acted as a very strong disciplinary advantage in the L2 learning 

process. However, at the same time, students’ quantitative findings suggest that they do 

not rely on memory strategies most of all, and instead use metacognitive strategies more 

often, which contradicts the qualitative findings of this research to a certain extent. Such 

evidence may imply that at their early stages of learning, Arabic students memorize 

much material, and further on, after acquiring a certain level of proficiency in L2, they 

navigate among the acquired material and make higher-level operations with the L2 

units they already know.  
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Another concern of this research was to identify the linguistic purposes pursued 

by Saudi learners when embarking on an English language learning project. Learning a 

foreign language that is so different from Arabic may be very challenging for many 

students, but they persist in their studies, and the rate of Arabic students studying 

English increases every day. The puzzle about the English learning purposes of Arabic 

students was studied by Kuroda and Suzuki (1991), who claimed that Arabic students 

learn English as an effective means of undertaking the transition from their traditional 

world to the modernized world of the 21
st
 century. Their findings showed that Arab 

students do not adopt English culture together with studying the English language, so 

L2 learning rarely produces the negative impact so feared by conservative Arabic 

people.  

The present study showed similar results, with interviewees most often claiming 

that they study English for the purpose of communicating with other people. Moreover, 

English is a global language nowadays, which cannot be exchanged for any other 

language. Therefore, Saudi Arabia’s official position regarding modernization and 

globalization requires many Saudis to learn English for professional and educational 

purposes, and they do not see any interference by their L2 studies with their traditional 

Arabic values.  

Following from the above, it is important to keep in mind that cultural 

background is a complex issue that has many components, including the religious 

aspect. The study by Liyanage, Grimbeek, and Bryer (2003) investigated the impact of 

ethnicity and religion on the LLS choice of Sri Lankan high school students. The 

researchers concluded that these cultural components are strongly associated with the 

use of metacognitive, cognitive, and social-affective strategies in learning a second 

language. The overall sample under study by Liyanage et al. (2003) comprised 

Sinhalese, Tamil, Sri Lankan Muslim and Japanese students. The authors revealed from 
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the comparative study of this composite sample that LLS choice was associated more 

with religious rather than ethnic identity (Liyanage et al., 2003).  

As has been noted elsewhere, the present study is in line with these findings in so 

far as metacognitive and cognitive LLS strategies were also preferred by learners who 

undertook the SILL questionnaire. In addition, the qualitative data collected for this 

study indicates that culture and religious beliefs have an impact on the participants’ 

motivation to learn English as a foreign language. The qualitative interviews indicate 

that religious beliefs can be a motivator in so far as the teachings of Islam promote the 

learning of different languages. Alongside this, participants highlighted that the 

performance of Daawa may require individuals to communicate across cultures. 

English, as possibly the most widely spoken language across national boundaries, is an 

important tool to carry this out.  

Such a focus on establishing links with other nations through a global English 

language also reveals some cultural implications that Arabic culture contains. Arabic 

culture has traditionally been very closed and isolated from other cultures, mainly 

because of the fundamental differences in beliefs and practices nurtured for centuries in 

the best Islamic traditions. Moreover, the formal opposition of the East and West has 

negative implications related to the desire of Arabic students to study Western 

languages, to attend Western countries, etc. There is still a conservative belief in Arabic 

countries that Arabs who attend Western countries or live there become corrupted, and 

exchange their strong moral beliefs for what are perceived as shallow Western values 

and an absence of spirituality.  

In the light of such considerations, the massive pursuit of learning the English 

language, and achieving a high level of proficiency in English, acquire additional 

shades of meaning in Saudi Arabia. As stated by the interviewees, they learn English to 

understand other cultures, which is more of a measure of precaution rather than of an 
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open dialogue. The conditions of globalization require collaboration with Western 

companies, governments, and specialists, despite the fact that many conservative Arabs 

do not want that to happen in their Muslim environment. In such a context, knowing 

English means understanding people, which Arabs treat with caution. Knowing English 

also means predicting a threat in case it emerges. This is what the principle of Daawa 

prescribes to dedicated believers, and this is what Saudis may do through studying 

English and visiting Western countries, though it may not be exclusively true for all 

Saudis without exception.  

At the same time, throughout the qualitative interviews the participants also 

identified that a generational gap exists in Saudi Arabian society. As a consequence, a 

negative attitude towards the learning of the English language, alongside a sense of 

cultural pride in the use of Arabic, is perceived to be more common among the older 

generations, and this may create some resistance to the promotion of English. This 

cultural resistance can then lead to difficulties for students who want to practice their 

language skills. The connection of culture with language was also researched by 

Mekheimer (2011) who stated that the conceptual contents of languages and cultures are 

strongly determined by words, their semiotic manifestations, and semantic differences. 

Therefore, cultural meanings of a language are borrowed among languages and 

exchanged within different cultures. The present influence of a language on culture may 

be the source of Arabic resistance to studying English, since the threat of adopting 

Western values together with its language is very strong for Arabic people, associated 

with a number of negative attitudes and implications.  

The present resistance often stems from the peculiarity of Arabic culture and 

religion dictating pride and value about the use of the Arabic language among its 

representatives. From the viewpoint of Mekheimer (2011), culture associated with a 

certain language cannot be viewed as a simple “add-on” to it, but it rather constitutes an 
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integral part of the language obtained together with linguistic items in the process of L2 

acquisition. In such conditions, the L2 learning process is inseparably connected with a 

process of acculturation, with new linguistic material opening the students’ minds for 

more enhanced cross-cultural understanding and tolerance. Therefore, from such a 

perspective, English is seen more as a facilitative means of communicating with 

representatives of other cultures that do not know Arabic, rather than a personal 

initiative manifesting the desire of Arabic people to get closer to the Western culture. 

5.3.2 Students’ Personal Statements about LLS Use (RQ5) 

Last but not least, this study aimed to explore the qualitative data in order to 

obtain additional insights from learners’ statements about their own strategy use. In line 

with this expectation, an exploration of the qualitative data collected for this study 

provides a number of additional insights into how the teaching of English might be 

improved in Saudi Arabia, based on their own experiences. Here it is worth noting the 

socio-political context of learning and teaching English in Saudi Arabia. As was 

examined in detail in the literature review chapter of this dissertation, the official goals 

of teaching English in the Saudi schools are explicitly embedded in Saudi Arabian 

educational policy, stating that schools are expected to “furnish the students with at 

least one of the living languages, in addition to their original language, to enable them 

to acquire knowledge, arts, and useful inventions, [and] transmit our knowledge and 

science to other communities” (Al-Omrani, 2008). 

However, although there has been a greater emphasis on the learning and teaching 

of EFL since it was first introduced in 1924, the general evidence suggests that the full-

scale integration of English into the Arabic educational system is largely disfavoured by 

the majority of educators and policy-makers because of discontent with Western culture 

and its negative impact on conservative Arabic culture. Given that the study participants 

would have had access to only four weekly periods of 45 minutes each, taught by non-
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native English speakers, including Saudis, Egyptians, Jordanian, Sudanese and 

Palestinians in public school, it is not surprising that they hoped for more. 

Overwhelmingly, participants believed that it was important for English to be taught in 

school from an earlier age. 

In addition, participants believed that the focus should be shifted towards learning 

to communicate in the English language, rather than memorizing grammar rules. In 

addition, it also emerged from this data that there may be a need to extend the time 

which is dedicated to English teaching, as well as to train teachers to deliver more 

interactive classes, use visual aids and technology. This is in line with Radwan’s (2011) 

finding that students are discontented with the conservative educational methods and 

techniques used in Arabic countries. Students are searching for alternative learning 

solutions which differ from conventional didactic methods, this is especially where 

Arabic students realize the strategic importance of English as a language giving them 

educational and employment opportunities. This realisation has made them involved 

more intensely in the learning process, seeking opportunities to use the language and 

cooperating with peers in terms of language practice. 

As such, EFL learners in Saudi Arabia are more and more aware of the strategic 

importance of developing this language proficiency. This results from the oil boom that 

occurred in Saudi Arabia in the 1970s, from which point many new businesses have 

been created in Saudi Arabia, in which English has become the chief communication 

medium in addition to Arabic. Since then, English has played an increasingly significant 

role in the business development taking place in the country. As EFL learners become 

more aware of this, their motivation to learn will increase, but so will their demands for 

new and effective teaching and learning strategies. English proficiency is a means of 

communication with the global business community, which may allow Saudi students 

to develop professionally and have a successful career in national and international 
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markets with foreign partners. Oil selling and mining companies work mostly with 

Western enterprises, so English language proficiency becomes an increasingly needed 

skill for establishing and maintaining business partnerships and to be able to 

communicate effectively without constraints with business partners and customers from 

different countries of the world.   

5.3.3 Conclusions  

As it has been observed in the previous section, the impact of culture on L2 

learning is complex and nuanced. The present study is in line with existing research in 

so far as metacognitive and cognitive LSS strategies were preferred by the learners who 

undertook the SILL questionnaire. However, given that it is not possible to control for 

the “cultural background” variable, such results must be considered with caution. In 

addition, the qualitative data collected for this study indicates that culture and religious 

beliefs have an impact on the participants’ motivations to learn English as a foreign 

language. The qualitative interviews indicate that religious beliefs can be a motivator in 

so far as the teachings of Islam promote the learning of different languages. Alongside 

this, participants highlighted that the performance of Daawa may require individuals to 

communicate across cultures. English, as possibly the most widely spoken language 

across national boundaries, is an important tool in carrying this out. At the same time, 

throughout the qualitative interviews the participants also identified that a generational 

gap exists in Saudi Arabian society. As a consequence, a negative attitude towards the 

learning of the English language, alongside a sense of cultural pride in the use of 

Arabic, is perceived to be more common among the older generations, and this may 

create some resistance to the promotion of the English language. This cultural resistance 

can then lead to difficulties for students who want to practice their language skills. 

In addition, this chapter uncovered the attitudes of Saudi students to their modes 

of education and the role of LLSs in their studies. As it became evident from the 
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interview responses, Saudi students disapproved of the use of rote memorization and 

focus on grammar, and wanted to involve more communication in their study process. 

Saudi students also considered the start of English learning as too late in their formal 

education, and voiced a desire to start learning English at an earlier age, which may 

contribute to development of stronger L2 skills by the time students reach adulthood.   

5.4 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has discussed the implications of the findings and results of this 

study in detail. The chapter was divided into two sections. The first section discussed 

the quantitative data results guided by the research questions as follow: patterns of 

language learning strategy use, learning strategies and proficiency, and learning 

strategies and gender. The second section of this chapter discussed the qualitative 

results under two sub-headings: the impact of cultural background on students’ 

selection of language learning strategies, and students’ personal statements about 

language learning strategies use. Each section ended with a conclusion of the main ideas 

presented in that section. The next chapter will be the final part of this dissertation. It 

will summarise and bring together the main areas covered in the dissertation. It will 

include sections on the significance and implication of the findings, limitations of the 

study, recommendations for future research and some final comments on the study. 
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Chapter 6 – Conclusions 

6.1 Overview 

This chapter is the concluding portion of this dissertation, presenting the final 

account of this study’s findings and their relevance to the overall field of SLA research. 

The importance of findings for L2 learning research, in particular in the field of LLS 

application, is summarized based on the specific research questions targeted in this 

study. The study’s implications for LLS-related research, as well as language learning 

practices in the L2 classroom, are also presented here. A separate section is dedicated to 

reiterating the methodological limitations of this study for a more objective assessment 

of the study’s value for the overall research field. The chapter ends with a list of 

recommendations for theory and for practice that may be logically derived from the 

research findings of this work.  

6.2 Summary of Research Findings  

As mentioned earlier in the first chapter of this dissertation, there has been 

considerable research on language learning strategies, investigating a range of learner 

groups in both English as a Second Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign Language 

(EFL) contexts. The results of these studies have successfully contributed to the 

understanding of the nature, categories and patterns of strategy use in general, as well as 

their use in acquiring different language skills. Although extensive research around the 

world has been carried out on the use of language learning strategies for improving 

language skills, far too little attention has been paid to the language learning strategies 

used by Saudi Arabian EFL learners. This has indicated a need to understand and 

explore the language learning strategies that existed among this group of EFL learners. 

Therefore, this research has aimed to answer the following research questions: 

 What is the general pattern of language learning strategy use among Saudi 
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Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall strategy use and the six 

categories of the strategies, as presented in the Strategy Inventory for 

Language Learning? 

 Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to language proficiency? 

 Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to gender? 

 How does cultural background affect language learning strategy use in 

language learning? 

 What additional insights can be gained from students’ own statements about 

their strategy use? 

 

In order to answer the above questions, the researcher adopted a mixed-method 

approach that suits the objectives and purpose of this research, making use of the 

Strategy Inventory of Language Learning (SILL), a background questionnaire and semi-

structured interviews to collect data for this research. Analysis of the collected data has 

revealed the following. 

Despite overall group differences in SILL scores according to year, GPA, STEP 

or gender, a similar pattern of rank ordering of strategies was observed in almost all 

sub-groups examined in this study: metacognitive (1st), then social (2nd), then 

compensation/cognitive (varied between 3rd and 4th position), with affective/memory 

being ranked last (varied between 5th and 6th). The exception was the freshman cohort, 

who reported a different pattern of ranking than the students in the other years. This is 

in line with previous research in so far as the importance of metacognitive learning 

strategies has been highlighted by a number of researchers. However, due to the 

composition of the sample, this data is inconclusive as to whether metacognitive 

strategy use is associated with higher-level learners, and memory learning strategies 

more closely associated with beginner learners. Social, cognitive, and compensation 
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strategies were used to an intermediate extent with no significant differences between 

them. 

Alongside the general pattern of LSS use, an analysis of SILL scores by year 

showed that the freshmen had higher metacognitive scores than the other years. The 

scores on the other sub-scales did not differ significantly by year. Furthermore, students 

with lower GPAs demonstrated lower levels of strategy use than students with higher 

GPAs. Similarly, students with lower STEP scores had lower mean strategy scores than 

students with higher STEP scores. As a result, on the whole this data is in line with 

previous research supporting the thesis that higher proficiency learners tend towards 

greater use of learning strategies, examples of which include Green and Oxford’s 

(1995) study and the study by Shamis (2003). Notwithstanding the fact that these 

findings are in line with previous evidence, as well as a grounded understanding within 

the research community that proficient L2 learners reported higher levels of LSS usage 

than unsuccessful learners did; it is nonetheless suggested that these results should be 

interpreted with some caution. This caution is given because there were considerably 

fewer freshmen students in the sample than in the other years of study, as well as 

considerably fewer students with low STEP scores.  

Furthermore, although research into the language learning strategies used by 

successful and unsuccessful language learners, as well as the context of their use, has 

produced some valuable insights, the framework that emerges is far from unified. 

Possible reasons for this lack of consensus might include the different contexts of the 

studies, the differing research methods used, or the varying nature of the language 

learners themselves. In this context, even though participants in this study ranked 

metacognitive learning strategies above all others, the present data is inconclusive as to 

whether particular learning strategies are associated with specific levels of proficiency.  
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Nonetheless, this study was successful in identifying a significant difference in 

strategy use linked to the proficiency of the Saudi Arabian EFL learners. As such, the 

author follows Shamis (2003) and Javid (2013) in recommending the inclusion of more 

training about learning strategies and their use into the classroom. If learners are made 

more aware of language learning strategies and their use, they will better equipped to 

develop their proficiency levels and will more likely succeed in their language learning. 

The inclusion of LLS in the curriculum will be especially helpful for learners who may 

be struggling, but will also be beneficial to all learners (Javid, 2013). 

The above recommendation can be linked to the additional insights which may be 

drawn from the qualitative interviews conducted for this study. Overwhelmingly, 

participants believed that it was important for English to be taught in school from an 

earlier age. In addition, participants believed that the focus should be shifted towards 

learning to communicate in the English language, rather than memorizing grammar 

rules. It also emerged from this data that there may be a need to extend the time which 

is dedicated to English teaching, as well as training teachers to deliver more interactive 

classes, ans to use visual aids and technology. This is in line with Radwan’s (2011) 

finding that students are discontented with conservative educational methods and 

techniques used in Arabic countries 

With respect to the impact of gender on LSS use, this study supports a 

considerable body of research that has verified the gender-LLS relationship (Ehrman & 

Oxford, 1989; O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1993). In addition, this data 

indicates that Saudi female EFL learners use learning strategies more than males. This 

follows some research including the studies by Politzer (1983), Ehrman & Oxford 

(1989), Oxford and Nyikos (1989), Kaylani (1996), Oxford et al. (2004), Chang et al. 

(2007), and Zeynali (2012). However, other research concluded that male learners were 

more effective and better learners and LLS users (Zamri, 2004; Tran, 1988; 
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Tercanlioglu, 2004) and some studies contain mixed results and show no significant 

differences between genders in the use of LLS (Lee and Oxford, 2008; Peng, 2001; and 

Chou, 2002). As such, the present findings are not surprising in so far as there is no 

consensus as to whether particular learning strategies are more prevalent with either 

gender. Part of the reason why it may be difficult to theorise about the impact of gender 

on the learners’ language proficiency and LSS use, is that gender carries an important 

cultural element and cultural differences tend to be nuanced and complex. Hence, any 

conclusions regarding the impact of gender on second language learning and the use of 

LSS should be treated with caution. Additional socio-demographic and individual 

characteristics have to be taken into account in understanding the full set of LLS use 

determinants. The importance of cultural background is discussed in detail below. 

The fourth question which this study aimed to answer was whether cultural 

background may impact on language learning strategy use of EFL learners in Saudi 

Arabia. As has been observed in the section above, the impact of culture is complex and 

nuanced. The present study is in line with existing research insofar as metacognitive and 

cognitive LSS strategies were preferred by the learners who undertook the SILL 

questionnaire. However, given that it is not possible to control for the “cultural 

background” variable, such results must be considered with caution. In addition, the 

qualitative data collected for this study indicate that culture and religious beliefs have 

an impact on the participants’ motivation to learn English as a foreign language. The 

qualitative interviews indicate that religious beliefs can be a motivator in so far as the 

teachings of Islam promote the learning of different languages. Alongside this, 

participants highlighted that the performance of Daawa may require individuals to 

communicate across cultures. English, as possibly the most widely spoken language 

across national boundaries, is an important tool in carrying this out. At the same time, 

throughout the qualitative interviews the participants also identified that a generational 
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gap exists in Saudi Arabian society. As a consequence, a negative attitude towards the 

learning of the English language, alongside a sense of cultural pride in the use of 

Arabic, is perceived to be more common among older generations, and this may create 

some resistance to the promotion of English. This cultural resistance can then lead to 

difficulties for students who want to practice their language skills. 

The data also provided a number of additional insights into how the teaching of 

English might be improved in Saudi Arabia, based on their own experiences. 

Overwhelmingly, participants believed that it was important for English to be taught in 

school from an earlier age and that the focus should be on learning to communicate in 

English, rather than memorizing grammar rules. In addition, it also emerged from this 

data that there may be a need to extend the time which is dedicated to English teaching, 

as well as to train teachers to deliver more interactive classes, use visual aids and 

technology. 

6.3 Limitations of the Study 

This study had some limitations which should be taken into consideration when 

interpreting the results. First, all of the participants of the study were from a single 

university in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, caution should be exercised in generalizing the 

findings to other ethnic populations. It should be noted that in this study, the number of 

participants was limited to those who voluntarily participated in the study. Thus, the 

generalization of the findings to a larger population with different native languages or 

cultural backgrounds may be limited. However, for the purpose of instructional 

implications, it is possible to apply some of the results to similar contexts.  

Second, the data were collected through a self-reporting instrument which may 

reflect personal perceptions rather than students’ actual use of learning strategies. 

Future research into language learning strategies may benefit from other data collection 

procedures, including verbal protocols and observation, in addition to self-reporting 
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questionnaires. Also, it would have been better if the SILL questionnaire had been 

translated into Arabic to avoid any language barrier issues on the part of the students.  

Third, the number of male participants outweighed the number of female 

participants in responding to the questionnaires, because at the time of data collection, 

there were fewer female students enrolled at the university in the English Department 

than male students. This was beyond the researcher’s control since this university was 

the only place from which it was possible to gain approval to collect data. The 

researcher went through some obstacles in obtaining approval to collect data in Saudi 

Arabia because the Saudi education system is based on gender separation, which means 

that male students study in separate universities from female students. A female 

researcher entering a male university to collect data was almost impossible in Saudi 

Arabia. However, the researcher explained the purpose and objectives of her research to 

the relevant people in the university administration and received the necessary approval 

to collect the required data. So this research counts as a leading study, since it obtained 

data from both male and female learners in Saudi Arabia.  

Apart from these limitations, the overall findings of this study are consistent with 

studies carried out in other contexts, showing that students tend to stick to language 

learning strategies in the process of their language learning in university programs. 

Therefore, it is plausible to consider of language learning strategies as being a 

prominent learner variable to be considered, both theoretically and pedagogically.  

6.4 Implications and Recommendations of the Study  

The present study addresses one of the most pressing but highly neglected fields 

of research. Despite the remarkable position of Saudi Arabia in international commerce, 

the global education community does not show much interest in investigating the use of 

language learning strategies of Saudi Arabian EFL learners. In the broader field of L2 

research, there has been much effort taken and considerable research done to analyse 
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the correlation between the use of LLS and the improvement of learners' language 

skills. For instance, Oxford (1990) developed the strategy inventory for language 

learning comprising six main types of language learning and fifty learning techniques in 

general. However, none of the work of international scholars has raised the question of 

variables affecting the SILL use in the context of learning English in an Arabic-

speaking country.  

The concept of cultural background is a fundamental one when learning a second 

language, and an educator’s lack of awareness of the learner’s culture may confuse a 

student, since language advancement depends on the teacher’s individual approach to 

developing efficient and competent learning programs for students (Ansari, 2012). The 

contemporary practice of teaching EFL to Arabic-speaking learners and utilizing LLS 

ignores peculiarities of the Saudi Arabia culture entirely. Though most Saudis study 

English in their local environment, there has been only one large-scale strategy research 

carried out by Al-Otaibi (2004), who analysed the use of LLS by Saudi EFL learners 

residing in one geographical location.  

The major contribution of this work to EFL learning within the Arabic-speaking 

environment is the indication that learner’s religious beliefs and culture may impact the 

motivation to acquire English skills. The qualitative data of the learners demonstrates 

that they consider English learning to be the essential part of the national “Saudization” 

program: for example, to gain access to executive-level positions, applicants should 

possess a good knowledge of English. Proponents of the Daawa mission indicated their 

desire to study English as a way to break communication barriers across cultures and 

nations. Besides, through learning English, some study participants display their 

obedience to Islamic teachings that encourages the learning of different languages. 

However, there were some interviewees who asserted their preference to speak Arabic 

rather than to learn English in order to eliminate the existing generation gap and to 
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promote national culture. Therefore, the present research determined a high motivation 

rate among Saudi EFL learners as well as identifying some cultural variables that hinder 

Saudis’ advancement in English language learning. The cultural peculiarities revealed 

here should be recognized as being key factors impacting EFL learning in the context of 

Saudi Arabia.  

The study of the English language by Arabic-speaking learners is complicated by 

the extreme difference between these two languages. Arabic and English vary in their 

alphabet, pronunciation, capitalization style, vowel pattern and articles, among other 

things. Furthermore, they use different writing styles – while Arabic is written from 

right to left, English moves from left to right. Therefore, it is essential to investigate the 

use of language learning strategies applied by Saudi students to the English language 

acquisition, paying attention to their learning environment. All participants who took 

part in the present study are Saudi citizens studying at a local university whose native 

tongue is Arabic. The research findings indicated that Saudi EFL learners use the entire 

scope of LLSs. Metacognitive strategies appeared to be the most popular, though their 

utilization rate depends on the proficiency level of the learner. The study also revealed 

that beginner-level learners are more likely to exercise memory strategies while being 

introduced to new vocabulary. Cognitive, compensation and social strategies are applied 

by Saudi EFL learners to a medium extent.  

These findings contribute to the study of the field of EFL learning within the 

Arabic-speaking environment in terms of the use of LLS. Metacognitive strategies may 

be considered to be of the highest concern for scholars and researchers while 

developing curriculum and educational programs. Moreover, this study has narrowed 

the subject of EFL learning by Saudi Arabians and their use of LLS. Further 

investigations could be undertaken on the basis of the received results to focus on 

analysing the sub-scale scores of the use of metacognitive strategies while learning 
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English by Arabic-speaking students. The current research identified the 

interrelationship between the use of LLS and language proficiency level and the use of 

LLS and learner’s gender. For example, there is a direct dependence between the 

learner’s grade point average (GPA) score and his or her use of LLS. The higher 

proficiency level provokes more frequent use of learning strategies; moreover, it 

encourages the exercise of more sophisticated strategy types, notably metacognitive 

strategies.  

In addition, the findings of the present study suggest a number of implications for 

Saudi EFL instruction at the university in which the study was conducted. The finding 

of a medium level of overall mean of strategy use in the current study suggests that the 

Saudi EFL students at the university may not be aware of the available strategies at their 

disposal, and hence were not applying the full range of appropriate strategies. 

Therefore, it is important for teachers to raise students’ awareness of the broad range of 

strategy options available to them. The resulting awareness and expansion of strategy 

use may improve students’ motivation, and thus help them to become more self-

confident and successful language learners. It is also important to encourage students to 

find their own ways of overcoming the constraints of language learning and use in their 

learning environment. These ways may include making efforts to find and communicate 

with native speakers online, participating in English mailing lists on topics of interest to 

students, and other similar activities. 

As mentioned earlier, metacognitive strategies were reported as moderately highly 

used strategies in this group of learners. However, the overall mean was still low 

compared to other groups of learners in other countries. Therefore, teachers could train 

students in the effective use of metacognitive strategies, such as planning, organizing 

and evaluating their own learning. Teachers may also ask students to plan language 

learning schedules and encourage them to discuss and share these in the classroom. 



 261 

Moreover, teachers can assist students in shaping their own learning goals and taking 

steps to achieve these goals. 

The extremely low use of memory strategies in the current study implies that 

classroom strategy training should particularly emphasise memory strategies, such as 

specific memory techniques and systematic mnemonics. Teachers can demonstrate 

strategies such as using rhymes and flash cards to memorize new vocabulary. The use 

of these memory strategies might help learners to improve their mental processes in 

learning English. 

During the EFL learning process, female students demonstrate more extensive use 

of language learning strategies than males. In terms of the diversity of LLS utilized or 

preferences shown, the scores for females and males were mostly similar. In summary, 

there are a number of implications generated by the present study. The work sets the 

ground for further theoretical discussions and investigations through noting the 

importance of the cultural background of Saudi students. Along with the generally high 

motivation rate, there are variables that prevent learner’s advancement in English 

language acquisition. It has been discovered that Saudi EFL learners consider 

metacognitive learning strategies as the most efficient ones. Female gender and higher 

proficiency level increase the extent of the learners’ use of LLS. Therefore, the present 

study has centred the focus of further research on the aspect of LLS use by EFL learners 

in Saudi Arabia.  

6.5 Final Remarks 

Today, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is one of most rapidly developing countries 

in the world because of its operation in the global market. Immense resources of crude 

oil attract international investment and partnerships to the country and make Saudi 

Arabia a significant player in the international arena. Under its global sustainability 

development framework, Saudi Arabia has designed and launched a “Saudization” 
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program that encourages the employment of Saudi nationals in the most profitable 

sectors of the economy. The country’s integration into international commerce, energy 

supply, and the oil trade requires the attraction of an advanced workforce. Thus, Saudi 

specialists are required to possess expertise in their business specifics and 

corresponding international regulations and standards. According to this demand, the 

government of Saudi Arabia has already created and executed a range of educational 

exchange programs, along with professional update and development initiatives to 

establish a competitive workforce.  

Among other requirements, high-level specialists should possess proficiency in 

English, since this is the world’s common language of commerce. Therefore, Saudis 

face the challenge to acquire fluency in speaking, writing and reading English. 

However, most of the educational material focuses on providing techniques and 

strategies for ESL learning. Saudi Arabia is a Muslim country where the national and 

mostly commonly used language is Arabic; thus, its citizens should be recognized and 

educated in the context of EFL learning (English as Foreign Language). Therefore, the 

present study is centred on identifying language learning strategies exercised by Saudi 

nationals while learning English, in an effort to contribute to the development of more 

appropriate EFL learning approaches.  

The present research focused on identifying language learning strategies used by a 

group of 400 Saudi students studying English at Taif University in Saudi Arabia. The 

mixed-method study conducted demonstrated that students used all the learning 

strategies, but at different frequency rates. This result allowed the researcher to reach 

the conclusion that there are no particular preferences in students’ utilization of LLSs, 

since they drew on the entire set of strategy types. The overall analysis of the 

participants’ SILL scores did not take into consideration student’s language proficiency, 

year of study, gender or cultural impact. The general observation of the strategies 
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exercised in language learning ranked the learning strategies in the following order: 

metacognitive as the first, social as the second, cognitive as the third, compensation as 

the fourth, affective as the fifth, and memory strategy as the sixth.  

The outcomes of the present study support the assumptions of other authors and 

scholars investigating the field of SILL. The literature review in particular outlines the 

viewpoint that metacognitive strategies are the most important strategies and are 

associated with success in language learning. This position might be explained by the 

scope of subcategories covered by this strategy type, such as centring, planning and 

arranging one’s learning along with monitoring the learning progress. Thus, the 

metacognitive strategy allows the learner to set control over the process of the language 

acquisition and to assure its success. Despite the ranking, social, cognitive and 

compensation strategies are estimated to be utilized to an intermediate extent by all 

investigated students. The data illustrate that memory strategies experienced the least 

use during the language learning process.  

The comprehensive analysis of SILL utilization scores prompts the idea that the 

prevalent use of metacognitive strategies does not indicate learner’s preferences, but is a 

characteristic of his or her higher level of proficiency. This assumption addresses the 

second objective of the present study – to reveal the relationship between the use of 

language learning strategies and a learner’s language proficiency level. Thus, the 

research indicated that the use of metacognitive strategies is associated with a higher 

proficiency level, whilst memory strategies based on simple principles are applied in the 

beginning of the language learning process.  

In addition, analysis of the link between LLS use and the proficiency level of 

learners showed that students with lower grade point average (GPA) rates demonstrated 

lower scores on the SILL than those with higher GPAs. This research outcome gives 

credibility to the assumption revealed in the literature review section that there is a 
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certain link between strategy use and learner’s proficiency. The previous studies 

complemented by the present work indicate that learners using learning strategies to a 

greater extent are able to evaluate their progress. Moreover, learners with higher 

proficiency rely on their cognitive thinking to identify more efficient strategies and to 

adapt their strategy use to assure their learning success. However, it is necessary to take 

into account the fact that the current qualitative study was based on fewer freshmen, in 

comparison to previous academic years. 

Among the set research questions, one concerned the relationship between the use 

of learning strategies and learner’s gender. In support of other scholars’ views, the 

analysis of the data indicated that female students tend to use language learning 

strategies more frequently. Nevertheless, the findings of the present study contradict the 

assumptions related to gender preferences in the use of certain LLS. Thus, these results 

depicted similarity in the rankings of the SILL sub-scale scores with a slight variation in 

the application of cognitive and compensation strategies. Despite the fact that the 

majority of participants were male, the current research rejects the idea that females are 

more likely to use social-based strategies whilst males employ the entire variety of 

strategies. Nor does it support the thesis that female language learners exercise positive 

affective variables and corresponding learning outcomes to a greater extent than male 

learners. The correlation between gender and the use of LLS touches on the issue of the 

learners’ culture, since gender is referred to socio-demographic and individual 

characteristics.  

The impact of the learner’s cultural background is significant because its 

peculiarities might either encourage a Saudi to learn English, or to produce a negative 

attitude towards promoting English learning in an Arabic-speaking country. Thus, the 

learners’ attitude to authority, religious beliefs, and personal perception of the learning 

process may affect the use of LLS. The qualitative data demonstrated the participants’ 
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contradictory attitudes towards EFL learning. While some students perceive it as 

obedience to Daawa missionary provisions or Islamic teachings which promote 

language learning, others consider the promotion of English as being a reinforcement of 

the existing generation gap in the country’s culture. Thus, the concept of the effect of 

learner’s culture on his or her behaviours in the SILL use is somewhat nuanced and 

complex.  

In addition to the results concerning the more frequent use of metacognitive 

strategies and the relationships between the SILL use and the learner’s proficiency, 

gender, and cultural background, the present study captured additional insights from 

students concerning their vision of English language learning. The participants showed 

a positive attitude to the contemporary universities’ practice of encouraging English 

learning and establishing international standards on evaluating learner’s success. In 

addition, the students indicated the necessity to modify the existing programs and 

curriculum on EFL learning, to create interactive classroom environments using 

technology and visual aids, and to execute updates and regular evaluation of teachers’ 

knowledge and skills in delivering ESL education. Therefore, the current research 

revealed some factors impacting the English language learning process in Saudi Arabia. 

However, it set more questions and issues to be investigated rather than providing 

answers, which indicates the necessity for further research in the field of English 

language learning by Arabic-speaking learners. Therefore, it is recommended that 

administrators across the Kingdom encourage their faculties to become involved in 

language learning strategies in EFL research. It is time to discover how Saudi EFL 

students are different from EFL students in other international studies, and to discover 

how they are similar to other language learners throughout the world. 

All in all, the results of this study have been far reaching. Not only has this study 

provided empirical data suggesting how a group of Saudi EFL students are currently 
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using language learning strategies, it has shown how they can be taught to grasp the 

power of strategies and use them to improve their language skills – skills which can last 

a lifetime. Above all, the researcher hopes that this study has made an original 

contribution to the EFL research community in Saudi Arabia and to the EFL research 

community in general. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) 

This form of the strategy inventory for language learning (SILL) is for students of a 

foreign language (FL). Please read each statement and fill in the bubble of the response 

(1, 2, 3, 4, or 5) that tells HOW TRUE THE STATEMENT IS. 

 

1. Never or almost never true of me 

2. Usually not true of me 

3. Somewhat true of me 

4. Usually true of me 

5. Always or almost always true of me 

 

Answer in terms of how well the statement describes you. Do not answer how you think 

you should be, or what other people do. There are no right or wrong answers to these 

statements. 

 

Information on answering this questionnaire: 

 

To be able to answer accurately please refer to the information underneath: 

 

 Never true of me: also includes ‘almost never true of me’- it doesn’t happen very 

often in your learning behaviour 

 Usually true of me: it happens occasionally in your learning behaviour 

 Somewhat true of me: it happens in a fairly regular pattern in your learning 

behaviour 

 Usually true of me: it happens regularly and represents an obvious pattern in 

your learning behaviour 

 Always true of me: also includes ‘almost always true of me’- it happens almost 

all the time and represents a strong pattern in your learning behaviour 

 

Part A 

1. I think of relationships between what I already know and new 

things I learn in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I use new FL words in a sentence so I can remember them. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. I connect the sound of a new FL word and an image or picture of 

the word to help me remember the word. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. I remember a new FL word by making a mental picture of a 

situation in which the word might be used. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. I use rhymes to remember new FL words. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. I use flashcards to remember new FL words. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. I physically act out new FL words. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. I review FL lessons often. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. I remember new FL words or phrases by remembering their 
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location on the page, on the board, or on a street sign. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Part B 

10. I say or write new FL words several times. 1 2 3 4 5 

11. I try to talk like native FL speakers. 1 2 3 4 5 

12. I practice the sounds of FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

13. I use the FL words I know in different ways. 1 2 3 4 5 

14. I start conversations in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

15. I watch FL language TV shows spoken in FL or go to movies 

spoken in FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

16. I read for pleasure in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

17. I write notes, messages, letters, or reports in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

18. I first skim an FL passage (read over the passage quickly) then go 

back and read carefully. 1 2 3 4 5 

19. I look for words in my own language that are similar to new 

words in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

20. I try to find patterns in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

21. I find the meaning of an FL word by dividing it into parts that I 

understand. 1 2 3 4 5 

22. I try not to translate word for word. 1 2 3 4 5 

23. I make summaries of information that I hear or read in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Part C 

24. To understand unfamiliar FL words, I make guesses. 1 2 3 4 5 

25. When I can't think of a word during a conversation in the FL, I 

use gestures. 1 2 3 4 5 

26. I make up new words if I do not know the right ones in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

27. I read FL without looking up every new word. 1 2 3 4 5 

28. I try to guess what the other person will say next in the FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

29. If I can't think of an FL word, I use a word or phrase that means 

the same thing. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Part D 

30. I try to find as many ways as I can to use my FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

31. I notice my FL mistakes and use that information to help me do 

better. 1 2 3 4 5 

32. I pay attention when someone is speaking FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

33. I try to find out how to be a better learner of FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

34. I plan my schedule so I will have enough time to study FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

35. I look for people I can talk to in FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

36. I look for opportunities to read as much as possible in FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

37. I have clear goals for improving my FL skills. 1 2 3 4 5 

38. I think about my progress in learning FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Part E 

39. I try to relax whenever I feel afraid of using FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

40. I encourage myself to speak FL even when I am afraid of making 

a mistake. 1 2 3 4 5 

41. I give myself a reward or treat when I do well in FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

42. I notice if I am tense or nervous when I am studying or using FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

43. I write down my feelings in a language learning dairy. 1 2 3 4 5 

44. I talk to someone else about how I feel when I am learning FL. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Part F 

45. If I do not understand something in FL, I ask the other person to 

slow down or say it again. 1 2 3 4 5 

46. I ask FL speakers to correct me when I talk. 1 2 3 4 5 

47. I practice FL with other students. 1 2 3 4 5 

48. I ask for help from FL speakers. 1 2 3 4 5 

49. I ask questions in FL. 1 2 3 4 5 

50. I try to learn about the culture of FL speakers. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix 2: Background Questionnaire 

Participant Information 

 Age: 

 

 Gender: _ Male _Female 

 

 Education Level: - first year (freshman) 

 - second year (sophomore) 

 - third year (junior) 

 - fourth year (senior) 

 

 GPA (General Percentage Average): …………………………………………….. 

 

 STEP Score:  
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Appendix 3: Interview Questions 

1. When I presented you with the question for this task what started to go through 

your mind? 

2. Explain the sort of thinking you were doing as you began to come up with ways 

to answer the question. 

3. What did you ask yourself about the task? 

4. What did you start to do in order to answer the question? 

5. The question I asked had more than one aspect to it, how did you decide on the 

approach you were going to take in order to present the answer? 

6. Can you explain why you chose to present your answer (the text type) in the 

way you did? 

7. Were there other ways of presenting your answer?  If so, why did you choose 

the one that you did? 

8. In your planning stage did you focus your attention on particular things to write 

about – the ones that you thought were more important?   

9. While you were doing this, did you find anything distracting?  What did you do 

about the distractions? 

10. I gave you a task sheet to use if you wanted to.  If you found it useful, how did 

you decide, before you started writing, to use it?  Did you go through each point 

or did you look for what was going to help you most with the task? 

11. Were there aspects of the question that you found confusing or needed 

explaining? 

12. What did you do about checking that you were on the right track? 

13. When you finished the task what did you do to make sure that you had covered 

everything that was asked? 

14. Did you think that you had done a good job?  What made you think this? 

15. Did you use any techniques to help you get the task done? 

16. What do you do to help yourself to do something new, a task that you have not 

done before, like answering this particular question? 

17. Explain whether you repeated any words in your mind while you were writing 

or any sentence structures that you have used before? 

18. Were there times when you had to practice sentences or phrases that you really 

wanted to write in this text? 

19. Did you need to use a dictionary or any other reference book to help you? 

20. Did you, at any time, think in your first language to help you write in English?  

21.  Did you have to do any direct translation? 

22. If you thought about particular groups of words, such as nouns, verbs etc. how 

did you decide to group them? 

23. If you couldn’t think of a word or phrase that you wanted to use did you replace 

it with something similar? (point it out in the text) 

24. How did you organize your key concepts or ideas? 

25. Did you use any form of note taking to help you later? 

26. While you were listening to me explain the task were you making any mental 

notes about the information? 

27. Explain how you may have used any rules that you know and use in the English 

language to produce your writing.  (point them out) 

28. When you wanted to check whether a word, sentence or phrase sounded correct, 

what did you do? 

29. If you don’t understand or can’t remember a word or rule in English do you do 
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anything to help you bring it into your head? 

30. Do you try to associate words with each other? 

31. What prior knowledge did you use to do this writing task? 

32. By doing this task did you judge yourself while you were writing? 

33. What opinion did you form about yourself from doing this writing? 

34. How did you use your prior knowledge and skills to help you write this piece? 

35. Did you have to guess any meanings in the task or how you were going to go 

about it? 

36. Were there times when you had to ask me for explanations? 

37. When and in what instance? 

38. Did you need to ask anybody else for help? 

39. Did you have to reassure yourself that you were on the right track?  How did 

you do that? 

40. How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity or complete a 

task like this one?  Are there things that you do or reward yourself with? 

41. Tell me about your experience in learning English in Saudi Arabia. 

42. Do you think your culture has affected your learning experience? If yes, give 

examples. 

43. What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia? 
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Appendix 4: Consent Form for Questionnaires 

CONSENT FORM 

Language Learning Strategies Used by Saudi Arabian EFL Learners 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet and 

in particular have noted that: 

 This research is being carried as part of a Doctorate at Griffith University in 

Australia. This research will investigate language learning strategies used by 

Saudi Arabian EFL learners 

 I am being asked to fill out a 50-item questionnaire about my language learning 

strategies and a questionnaire about my learning styles. 

 The questionnaire is likely to take about 20 minutes to complete. 

 My participation is voluntary and I may discontinue my participation at any time 

without penalty or explanation. 

 I understand that my privacy will be protected by the following provisions: (a) 

the research focus will be on categories drawn from the questionnaire data; (b) 

any report or publication from this study will conceal or remove any identifying 

features which might tend to connect me with any of the reported responses. 

 The questionnaires will be categorized and subsequently analysed. 

 The information I have provided will be kept confidential in a locked filing 

cabinet in the researcher's office until the assessment for the thesis in which the 

researcher is enrolled is complete. The questionnaires will be destroyed on 

completion of the assessment for the thesis. 

 A report about the study's findings will be made available to me. I may seek it 

either through the researcher or through the supervisors on the thesis in which 

the researcher is enrolled.  

 

I have read the information sheet and the consent form. I agree to participate in this 

study and give my consent freely. I understand that the study will be carried out as 

described in the information statement, a copy of which I have retained. I realise that 

whether or not to participate is my decision. I also realise that I can withdraw from the 

study at any time and that I do not have to give any reasons for withdrawing. I have had 

all questions answered to my satisfaction.  

If I have a complaint about the ethical conduct of this research, I understand that I 

should consult the research team. The details for that consultation are:  

Principle Supervisor: Associate/Professor Rod Gardner  

Postal Address: School of Education and Professional Studies, Mt Gravatt campus, 

Griffith University, 176 Messines Ridge Road, Mt Gravatt QLD 4122, Australia. 

E-mail: r.gardner@griffith.edu.au 

 

mailto:r.gardner@griffith.edu.au
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Associate Supervisor: Dr Minglin Li 

Postal Address: School of Education and Professional Studies, Mt Gravatt campus, 

Griffith University, 176 Messines Ridge Road, Mt Gravatt QLD 4122, Australia. 

E-mail: minglin.li@griffith.edu.au 

Student Researcher: Hind Aljuaid 

E-mail: hind.aljuaid@griffithuni.edu.au 

If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research project, please contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics at Griffith University on Phone 3735 5585. (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au). 

 

Name: ..................................................................................... 

Date: ...................................................................................... 

Signature: ............................................................................. 
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Appendix 5: Consent Form for Interviews 

Consent Form  

Language Learning Strategies Used by Saudi Arabian EFL Learners 

 By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet and 

in particular have noted that: 

 This research is being carried as part of a Doctorate at Griffith University in 

Australia. This research will investigate language learning strategies used by 

Saudi Arabian EFL learners 

 I understand that I will be asked to complete an interview which should take 

approximately 30 minutes to complete, and possibly to engage in a short follow-

up interview. 

  I understand that data will be used in the interviewer’s research project and that 

all information provided by me will be anonymous and treated as strictly 

confidential. All records will be maintained and will be accessible only to the 

research team. 

 My participation is voluntary and I may discontinue my participation at any time 

without penalty or explanation. 

 I understand that my privacy will be protected by the following provisions: (a) 

the research focus will be on categories drawn from the questionnaire data; (b) 

any report or publication from this study will conceal or remove any identifying 

features which might tend to connect me with any of the reported responses. 

 The information I have provided will be kept confidential in a locked filing 

cabinet in the researcher's office until the assessment for the thesis in which the 

researcher is enrolled is complete. The recordings will be destroyed on 

completion of the assessment for the thesis. 

 A report about the study's findings will be made available to me. I may seek it 

either through the researcher or through the supervisors on the thesis in which 

the researcher is enrolled.  

 

I have read the information sheet and the consent form. I agree to participate in this 

study and give my consent freely. I understand that the study will be carried out as 

described in the information statement, a copy of which I have retained. I realise that 

whether or not to participate is my decision. I also realise that I can withdraw from the 

study at any time and that I do not have to give any reasons for withdrawing. I have had 

all questions answered to my satisfaction.  

If I have a complaint about the ethical conduct of this research, I understand that I 

should consult the research team. The details for that consultation are:  

Principle Supervisor: Associate/Professor Rod Gardner  

Postal Address: School of Education and Professional Studies, Mt Gravatt campus, 

Griffith University, 176 Messines Ridge Road, Mt Gravatt QLD 4122, Australia. 

E-mail: r.gardner@griffith.edu.au 

mailto:r.gardner@griffith.edu.au
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Associate Supervisor: Dr Minglin Li 

Postal Address: School of Education and Professional Studies, Mt Gravatt campus, 

Griffith University, 176 Messines Ridge Road, Mt Gravatt QLD 4122, Australia. 

E-mail: minglin.li@griffith.edu.au 

Student Researcher: Hind Aljuaid 

E-mail: hind.aljuaid@griffithuni.edu.au 

If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research project, please contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics at Griffith University on Phone 3735 5585. (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au). 

 

Name: ..................................................................................... 

Date: ...................................................................................... 

Signature: ............................................................................. 
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Appendix 6: Interview Protocols 

Interview Protocol with Participants 

 

Project: 
Language Learning Strategies Used by Saudi Arabian EFL Learners 

 

General information  

Time: Date:  

Place: Interviewee  

Gender:  

 

 

Reminder  
 

 

.  

speech.  

 

 

 

 

Interview guide  
o Each participant will be invited to talk about: 

  

foreign language.  

know about them, how often do use them, what do you do to learn new vocabulary, 

what do you do when you read a text for the first time?  

language (how, give examples).  

ry Good, Good, Average, 

Below Average)?  

 

 

Before finishing  

 

-up interview.  
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Appendix 7: Interview Transcripts 

Abdalla’s Interview (1) 

 

- Hind: Thank you Abdalla for joining me to this interview. I would like to ask 

you about your age, how old are you? 

- Abdalla: I am twenty two years old. 

- Hind: And what is your educational level, are you in the first year, or second 

year, or third year? 

- Abdalla: I am in the first year. 

- Hind: How do you rate your English skills, listening? 

- Abdalla: Listening I think it’s good. 

- Hind: What about speaking? 

- Abdalla: Speaking below average. 

- Hind: Reading? 

- Abdalla: Below average. 

- Hind: And what about writing? 

- Abdalla: Oh, writing is poor. 

- Hind: Ok. When I presented you with the question for this task, what started to 

go through your mind? 

- Abdalla: Through my mind was thinking about the topic, the writing about this 

topic, when you ask me to write about yourself or your family or your hopes, the 

first thinking I think what the topic is I can do it writing. 

- Hind: What did you start to do in order to answer the question? 

- Abdalla: I do how to write, and how to doing the situation this for mark and stop 

mark, I think this marked. 

- Hind: In your planning stage, did you focus your attention on particular things to 

write about, like for example the ones that you thought are most important? 

- -Abdalla: Sorry I can’t understand you, can you translate to me? 

عتقد انها مهمةلمن كنت تحضر لإلجابة, هل ركزت على أشياء معينة وال ال, االشياء الكنت ت -  

- Abdalla: Yes, I focused on spelling and word because I think I am poor in this 

spelling, and I focus on spelling when I am writing, I focus on spelling. 

- Hind: Were there aspects of the question that you find confusing or needed 

explaining? 

- Abdalla: No, when you asked me I think about how writing, how can I, part of 

the speech I can write, one sentence when I write I think it was no good because 

my Arabic language I write the same language. 

- Hind: When you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you had 

covered everything that was asked? 

- Abdalla: When I finished, I checked my paragraph and I look in the paragraph I 

have three sentences or four sentences is good, and when I look is good, ok, 

don’t about any sentence, ok. 

- Hind: Did you use any techniques to help you get the task done? 

- Abdalla: Yes I need a technique, but I don’t have a technique. 

- Hind: What did you used, at this task, did you used any techniques? 

- Abdalla: I only used my mind to remind me words and how to write, tis use 

remind memory, I use reminder to write. 

- Hind: Explain whether you repeated any word in your mind while you were 

writing or any sentence structure that you have used before? 

- Abdalla: Yes I repeat one word and paragraph, I write the one sentence I have 

one son, and after then delete son and write boy, I have one boy, think this is 

better for the son, and when I write son, I don’t know the spelling of son, delete 
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and use easy word. 

- Hind: Were there times when you had to practice sentences or phrases that you 

really wanted to write in this text? 

- Abdalla: Sorry 

- Hind: Were there times you needed……? 

- Abdalla: Yes, I practice when I am writing one sentence, and I think the good 

sentence when I am writing I have one boy he loves games, this I am 

comfortable with this sentence. 

- Hind: Did you need to use the dictionary to help you? 

- Abdalla: Yes, when I get it, I use but I cannot have now, and when it is found, I 

need to because I want to write another word. 

- Hind: Did you- at any time – think in your first language to help you write in 

English? 

- Abdalla: Yes, this is my problem, when I am writing, I write like Arabic, I don’t 

use the grammar for English, I use the grammar for Arabic, this is my big 

problem in writing, and in my technique in English, when I speak and talk with 

another people, I like Arabic speak, I speak English. 

- Hind: How did you organize your key ideas or concept, did you use any form of 

note taking to help you? 

- Abdalla: When I am writing? 

- Hind: Yes. 

- Abdalla: When I start writing, I wanted to talk about me, and get the information 

for me, and after then go talking about my family, yes, I have two or three points 

before writing, the first one talking about me, talking about my family just my 

wife, I have two wives talking about them, and after that talking about my 

children. 

- Hind: Explain how you may have used any rules that you know and use in the 

English language to produce your writing? 

- Abdalla: Sorry, rules, what rules? 

- Hind: إيش القواعد اإلستخدمتها؟ 

- Abdalla: I use grammar and the present – he loves games – and I use, this is may 

be my mistake for me, don’t use in the in the past, the grammar, when I want to 

write now I can’t use the past. 

- Hind: Ok. By doing this task, did you judge yourself 

- Abdalla: Sorry, this point I forgot I want to tell her, when I am writing I don’t 

think about grammar, just only for the topic, and now when I finish when you 

asked me now, I think about grammar. 

- Hind: Do you do that always or just this time? 

- Abdalla: I think just this time. 

- Hind: By doing this task, did you judge yourself while you were writing? 

- Abdalla: No.  

- Hind: Were there times when you had to ask me for explanation? 

- Abdalla: Yes. I ask you about how to spell this word. 

- Hind: Did you need to ask anybody else for help? 

- Abdalla: Yes I ask, because I want to write good. 

- Hind: Very good. How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an 

activity or complete a task like this one, like what did you tell yourself, if I am 

done with this task, what I am going, how are you going to motivate yourself? 

- Abdalla: When I am writing, I motivate, this is good for me, this is improve my 

writing because my writing is poor, and I want to write very speed because I 

want to practice. This I don’t remember the grammar, I want the speed, I want to 

practice speed, I want speed. 
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- Hind: Can you tell me Abdalla about your background experience in learning 

English in Saudi Arabia? 

- Abdalla: My experience to earn English in Saudi Arabia, I think for me all the 

learning by self, the first time, and I love to watch the TV and listening to the 

movies, and when I study in a class, I don’t like this because this is short time to 

learn, and all the learn not the same the native speaker, this is no good quality, 

the quality is very bad, and short time, and all the group in the class don’t speak 

English all the time, and speaks always Arabic, my experience, I love learning 

English, I take a courses in institute to improve, may be one hour a day, five 

days, just this. In school elementary and intermediate and high school it’s little 

to learn English, and now in the university, I think it’s good Inshalla (God’s 

will) 

- Hind: To what extent has your culture affected you in learning English? 

- Abdalla: My culture, I think my religion Islam and Prophet Mohammed Sallla 

Allah Alihi Wa Salalm (Peace be upon him) tell the people, learn another 

language to avoid there, and this is a benefit for the people, he know the English 

language, I think anybody to learn English, or another language, this is smart 

person, this is for mind. 

- Hind: Can you tell me about some of the techniques that you used while you are 

learning English, strategies? 

- Abdalla: Yes. Techniques, when I listen to a new word, and repeat many times 

for this word because don’t forget it, and I have use the computer and writing 

and translation this word, I try to speak this word with another person, because, 

when I learn new word, connect with position, a situation.  

- Hind: Why do you want to learn English Abdalla? 

- Abdalla: I learn English I wanted to improve my language to study, because now 

study English language in the university, after that I need to enter higher 

education, Master and PhD, and I love travel, I want to speak with another 

people, and this is English language, the first language in the world. 

- Hind: What do you suggest to improve English learning and teaching in Saudi 

Arabia? 

- Abdalla: We need more improve… 

- Hind: like what? 

- Abdalla: I think start from the elementary school in Saudi Arabia, don’t use 

more English in Saudi Arabia, just only in school, and another company, like the 

civil affairs or company in Saudi Arabia just only use the Arabic language in the 

call center, no use another language, I think this is more improve to English and 

all the community and the people in the community use this language. And in 

school, I think focus more lessons, more time to learn English, this is little time 

in learn English in Saudi Arabia. 

- Hind: Thank you so much Abdalla. 

- Abdalla: Thank you so much. 
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Abdalla’s 2 Interview (2) 

 

- Hind: Thank you so much Abdalla for joining me at this interview, first I would 

like to ask you to rate your English skills, can you please rate your listening? 

- Abdalla: Listening is very good. 

- Hind: And what about speaking? 

- Abdalla: Speaking very good as well. 

- Hind: And what about reading? 

- Abdalla: Good. 

- Hind: And writing? 

- Abdalla: Good. 

- Hind: When I presented you with the task, what started to go through your mind, 

what did you asked yourself about the task? 

- Abdalla: About what? 

- Hind: The writing, when I gave, when my brother gave you the task and told 

you to write, what did you ask yourself about the task, what did you do first? 

- Abdalla: The beginning was hesitating, what exactly should I write, so later on I 

started to write about my experience to study abroad, and try to evaluate the 

benefit I got from studying abroad, and my past experience before been study 

abroad, so I choose this beginning to begin my task. 

- Hind: When you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you have 

covered everything? 

- Abdalla: Like a conclusion, actually it’s a conclusion, something to sum up, to 

type in to the beginning of the whole task, so am to complete the idea for the 

reader, if there’s a reader. 

- Hind: When you were doing the writing, did you repeat any words or sentences 

in your mind? 

- Abdalla: No. 

- Hind: Did you need to use the dictionary or any reference book to help you?  

- Abdalla: No. I tried to avoid it as much as I can in the writing, unless if I had to 

use some word, I mean some professional words, some context. 

- Hind: Did you at any time think in your first language in Arabic when you were 

doing the writing? 

- Abdalla: No, no. For the writing? 

- Hind: yes for the writing?  

- Abdalla: No. 

- Hind: Did you need to ask anybody else for help when you were doing the 

writing? 

- Abdalla: No. 

- Hind: Do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity or complete a 

task like this one? 

- Abdalla: No at all. 

- Hind: Abdalla can you talk to me about your background experience in learning 

English in Saudi Arabia? 

- Abdalla: Actually is many of Saudis there at that time, one wasn’t at all 

motivated to study the English, and taught has begin in a units in high school so 

I started to give it more, I mean to think. I use to study English since I was in the 

private school, it was a private school, and the secondary and high school in 

older levels, the school levels, then the university as well, but wasn’t…. I mean 

something I didn’t take it seriously, wasn’t something I took seriously, until I 



 315 

start my work, my job and figured that it was I mean an important skill to have, 

and should I repeated the time before at school when I wasn’t serious toward the 

learning. 

- Hind: And when did you start learning English? 

- Abdalla: As I told you I was, I mean grade one. 

- Hind: If you had the chance, what would you suggest to improve… 

- Abdalla: If I had what? 

- Hind: A chance, to recommend or suggest, to improve English education in 

Saudi Arabia, what would you say? 

- Abdalla: To take it more seriously from the government, from the schools, 

utilize more resources I mean, to help the students benefit from the English, 

specially that I mean there is no doubt, as I think there is doubt of the 

importance of English language at the work and at the university, as you know, 

as we all know, there is now big I mean care has been taken for the foundation 

in the universities which has an intensive program for English, and as far as I 

know that, I mean the students now at this foundation are achieving high IELTS 

levels in English study, so hopefully I mean it is the beginning of taking care of 

… 

- Hind: To what extent Abdalla has your culture affected you in learning English, 

whether it is religion, language, or the environment?  

- Abdalla: Not much, as I can say it has no a big relation, has no impacts, could be 

small impact. That’s for me, for my experience, but yeah, maybe it differs with 

somebody else. 

- Hind: Yes. Absolutely. Is there anything else Abdalla you would like to add 

about English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- Abdalla: No. That is it I think, yeah, that’s it. writing??? Setup at the beginning, 

there’s I mean a need for more, taking more care towards teaching the language 

for everybody as like compulsory skill, all the student have to do that. 

- Hind: Do you think they need to change the curriculum? 

- Abdalla: of course, and this count to???? The need of teaching English, they 

became motivated I mean and passion after???? To teach English to the students 

and towards the English I mean as a whole after that these means will come???  

- Hind: Exactly. Thank you so much Abdalla, really appreciate it. 
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Abdulaziz’s Interview(3) 

 

- Hind: Thank you Abdulaziz for joining me today in this interview, I really 

appreciate it. First of all I would like to ask you to rate your English skill, how 

do you rate your English listening? 

- Abdulaziz: Listening is very good. 

- Hind: What about your speaking? 

- Abdulaziz: Good. 

- Hind: reading? 

- Abdulaziz: Very good. 

- Hind: And writing? 

- Abdulaziz: I think it’s a very good. 

- Hind: When I presented you with question for this task- the writing -, what 

started to go through your mind, like what did you ask yourself about the task? 

- Abdulaziz: I think the very first question that I thought about is what I should 

talk about, and how to start my writing, and also the other question is what is the 

purpose of this task so that I could concentrate on specific goal or purpose, and 

later I just started to think about, how to, or what to write about myself, and 

when I started the first and second questions, second sentence, I just started to 

organize my thinking about the idea that I started in my task, also I just started 

to think about the grammar because sometimes I write about myself in a present 

tense I know that I should write about myself in the past, so I just change some 

words in the past. And also when I was writing, I was reading some words to 

check the spelling if there’s right or wrong, and I found some wrong spellings, 

spelling that when I read it I just recognize that it was written in wrong. This is 

the main things that came through my task. 

- Hind: When you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you 

covered everything that you were asked? 

- Abdulaziz: I just re-read it to make sure that the follow of sentences make sense, 

it’s means the coherence in the task, is there’s any relationship between each 

sentence, or they came from anywhere without constructive thinking. 

- Hind: Did you use any techniques to help you get the task done? 

- Abdulaziz: What do you mean by technique? 

- Hind: I mean in writing. 

- Abdulaziz: Maybe I started with the main sentence, and I tried to make sure the 

other sentences are related to the main one, I also tried to use many grammar, 

way of writing, for example one sentence started with the????, I started my 

sentence by the????, and most of the other sentences started with the first person 

I, or he, or they. Is that the question you tried to ask? 

- Hind: Yes. Explain whether you repeated any words in your mind while you 

were writing, or any sentence structure that you have used before, when you 

were doing the task, did you repeat any words in your mind? 

- Abdulaziz: Do you mean repeated in the same task? 

- Hind: No I mean in your mind, like for example to check that, this is the word I 

am going to use, this is the structure that I am going to use, so you repeat it in 

your mind several times, did you do that? 

- Abdulaziz: To be honest I am not sure, maybe when I repeated the idea of 

starting with the???? 

- Hind: So the thought of repeat ion came cross to your mind  

- Abdulaziz: Yeah, and when I repeat it many times, it was like trying to build this 
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sentence correctly, because sometimes it’s not easy to start with the????. Yeah 

this is my experience. 

- Hind: Did you need to use a dictionary or any other reference book to help you? 

- Abdulaziz: No I didn’t 

- Hind: Did you at any time think in your first language to help you produce your 

writing? 

- Abdulaziz: Yes. 

- Hind: In what part, was it like a word or a sentence structure? 

- Abdulaziz: It was like a sentence structure. I thought as an Arabic way of 

thinking, and then I try just to translate the whole sentence. 

- Hind: I see. How did you organize your key concept or idea while you were 

writing? Like some people do brainstorming, some people write words, key 

words and then just they do their writing; did you use any like pattern? 

- Abdulaziz: I think the way that, when I start writing, before that, I just made like 

a kind of mind map in my thinking, I decided to talk about my working life, this 

is the main concepts, and there were many ideas that came into mind before 

starting my writing, and then when I started my writing, I just picked sub keys, 

sub ideas that are related to the main concepts that I wrote it in the first sentence, 

it’s a kind of mind map, but I did write it in. 

- Hind: just mentally. 

- Abdulaziz: yeah, just mentally. 

- Hind: If you don’t understand, or can’t remember a word or a rule in English, 

what do you do to help you bring it into your head? 

- Abdulaziz: Just take time. 

- Hind: that’s it, you don’t do anything? 

- Abdulaziz: I might use a dictionary, but is this the question? 

- Hind: No, I am asking you about this task and you can answer in general as well. 

If you can’t remember a word or a rule, what do you do to help you bring it 

back? 

- Abdulaziz: To help to bring this word? 

- Hind: Yes. 

- Abdulaziz: You know I am just thinking in Arabic, and when I start writing, 

there are many English words that can have the same meaning, so If I couldn’t 

remember the exact word, I was signed to take the easier one, even though that 

is not perfect to explain the exact meaning, so I am just trying to go and find 

some other word that can give the same meaning, or just I was waiting a couple 

of seconds, so that I wish it can come, because I know that I have lots of words, 

but the problem it’s not easy to memorize these words when I need it, so I just 

need some time, and this might affect the way I speak – I am speaking slowly 

because it’s not easy to get it quickly -. 

- Hind: by doing this task, did you judge yourself while you were writing, like did 

you do a good job or, did I do a good job, did I do a bad job? 

- Abdulaziz: I think it comes to my mind in the middle of my writing, I felt 

confidence and I thought that oh, I think this is a very good writing, because as I 

told you, I believe that my writing skills are much better than my speaking, so 

when I was writing, I thought that oh I am excellent in writing and better than 

my speaking skills, it’s a kind of showoff. 

-  Hind: What made you think so? 

- Abdulaziz: By reviewing the grammar, because I read it, I thought that my 

grammar was good, by using different kind of grammar, I use the past, the 

present, the????, the present perfect, all of this just maybe made me think that I 

am a good writer. 
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- Hind: Were there any times when you had to ask me or my brother for 

explanation when he gave you the task, or was it clear you didn’t need to ask 

anybody for help. 

- Abdulaziz: No I asked him what should I write, and what is the main goal, is 

there any specific consideration or, I don’t know, I couldn’t remember this 

word, is there any specific rules that I should follow, and when he answered me 

the whole, the questions that came in my mind, I just started. 

- Hind: How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity or 

complete a task like this one, do you encourage yourself or motivate yourself, I 

am going to do something to reward myself, or you don’t do that? 

- Abdulaziz: This is one way of motivating myself, but I think the main 

motivation that encourage me is the concept of completion the task, when I 

complete the task especially in excellent work, this motivates me to do 

something better, and continuo this work. The job itself motivates me. And the 

other thing usually when I finish half the task, I usually take a break, or tell 

some friends I finished this task to share the success. This is the kind of 

motivation that I feel. 

- Hind: Aziz can you talk to me about your background experience in learning 

English in Saudi Arabia; it sounds like a funny story. 

- Abdulaziz: it’s not a funny story, I think learning English in Saudi Arabia is the 

main problem that all the students face 

- Hind: Why? 

- Abdulaziz: I am not expert at this, but maybe the way that curriculum is build, I 

think it should be reviewed, the way we learn is a kind of memorizing some 

words, just concentrating on some words that must be memorized, and just 

memorizing the grammar. This is the way I learnt how to build sentence, you 

have to do this, and this, and this. For example if you want to make a correct 

sentence, you have to have the subject, object and the completion of the 

sentence, and that’s it. I cannot remember that we have practices, any practice of 

speaking English in the class, teacher used to - oh, it’s funny – to teach us 

English by speaking Arabic, this is very strange, no, I can’t remember any 

teacher who was speaking English. 

- Hind: You mean the whole class was like the teacher speaking in Arabic and the 

students as well? 

- Abdulaziz: Yes, yeah. Teacher was explaining each task by Arabic, they taught 

us in Arabic, and they just picked the words, the main words that we need to 

memorize, or the structure of the grammar, and that’s it 

- Hind: Was it the same even in the university or? 

- Abdulaziz: No in the university they were speaking English, which make it very 

difficult for us to understand, it was a very strange atmosphere, they are 

speaking English and we couldn’t understand what they say. This is my bad 

experience. 

- Hind: What do you suggest to improve it? 

- Abdulazizi: The teaching style should be change; I am not sure but maybe 

concentrating just on memorizing words, just following specific structure in 

grammar. I think it will never help us or our students to practice the English in 

their life, I am not sure but I think the idea of learning any language is how to 

make other people understand, how to communicate, it’s not just how to say it, 

or just how to memorize many words, how to build or how to construct this 

words to communicate with others. I think this is the main thing that our 

students in Saudi Arabia need to learn, how they can communicate with others 

using English language, if they could do that, this is the main goal, even though 
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they might say it in a wrong way or in some grammar mistakes. 

- Hind: To what extent has your culture, whether it’s the religion or the language 

or the environment has affected your leaning experience? 

- Abdulaziz: I think this is not an issue from religion perspective, but I believe the 

whole environment doesn’t support the idea of speaking English? 

- Hind: Why? 

- Abdulazizi: For example if I tried to speak English in Saudi Arabia there might 

be some people around me they will get surprised of me, they will say that, why 

he speaking English, there is no need to speak English, it’s not necessary to be 

perfect in English, they might think that it’s a kind of showoff, it’s a kind of, 

especially when you speak in hospital or some atmosphere with other people 

who can speak in English, they will say that, why you speak in English, why 

don’t you speak Arabic, and this you will have to be proud of, your Arabic 

language you have to make him learn your Arabic language instead of 

speaking…. 

- Hind: It’s an issue of identity. 

- Abdulaziz: Yes I think the issue, they raised this issue, but I am not sure if they 

are???? The main thing is identity or maybe there are lots of people in Saudi 

Arabia who cannot speak English, so if you speak English, they will try to make 

something as a culture or religious thing. 

- Hind: Underestimating the values of others. 

- Abdulaziz: Yes, however I think now, at these days, the concept of value 

English language is raised in Saudi Arabia, especially between youth, they 

believe that it’s very important, especially if you want to communicate with 

others through the internet, through the technology, through traveling in some 

foreign countries which speaks English, they started to believe that it’s very 

important to have some kind of ability to speak English, maybe it’s kind of the 

impact of globalization or internationalization. I believe that there is believe in 

youth in Saudi Arabia that the English language is the first language, yeah, it’s 

very important to learn English. 

- Hind: Is there anything else you would like to add? 

- Abdulaziz: Nothing. 

- Hind: Thank you so much Abdulaziz for your effort, greatly appreciate it.  
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Abdulaziz’s2 Interview(4) 

 

- Hind: Thank you so much Abdulaziz for joining me at this interview. At first I 

would like you to rate your English skills, can you please rate your listening? 

Excellent, very good… 

- Abdulaziz: Good. 

- Hind: What about your speaking? 

- Abdulaziz: Below average. 

- Hind: And reading? 

- Abdulaziz: It’s good. 

- Hind: Writing? 

- Abdulaziz: it’s average. 

- Hind: Ok. When I presented you with the task - the writing task – what started to 

go through your mind, I mean what did you ask yourself about the task? 

- Andulaziz: Actually there was a lot of questions in my, when I wrote this task, 

because I didn’t know what is the information you want, so I wrote at first some 

information about myself, and after that I wrote some of them about my dream, 

so I am not sure if you ask me specific question, I will answer, but if you use??? 

Me the open general question, I don’t know what you want. 

- Hind: Ok. When you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you 

had covered everything that was asked? 

- Abdulaziz: I read it another time, I remember more idea or some I didn’t write 

it, I wrote this. 

- Hind: When you were doing the task, did you repeat any words or sentences in 

your mind while you were writing? 

- Abdulaziz: I think I repeated the personal I. 

- Hind: Yes, the pronoun. 

- Abdulaziz: Yeah, the pronoun. 

- Hind: Did you need to use the dictionary or any reference book while you were 

doing the writing? 

- Abdulaziz: Yeah, actually I used the dictionary a lot of times, so this is a big 

problem, when my teacher saw me use the dictionary, she said you must write 

from your mind and didn’t use the dictionary, because you cannot use it in the 

exam or the test, because you know sometimes I have a good idea, but I don’t 

have a good vocabulary to write this idea. 

- Hind: I see. Did you at any time think in your first language – Arabic – to help 

you produce your writing? 

- Abdulaziz: Yeah. I use it a lot. 

- Hind: And did your teacher tell you that’s a good way or not, because it will 

affect you in your writing, if you think in Arabic, it will automatically produce 

your writing in Arabic, so it will tell you not to use that. 

- Hind: Did you need to ask anybody else for help when you were doing the 

writing? 

- Abdulaziz: Yeah, sometimes because when I only wrote an essay about specific 

topic, I didn’t have more ideas to write, a good idea, or a good example on the 

influence when, or how I connect some???? Together, so I always ask my friend 

to help me for that. 

- Hind: How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity or 

complete a task like this one? 

- Abdulaziz: When I came to Australia, the first things, every day I remember 
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myself of my dream because I came here to study Master and after that PhD so 

it’s a long journey, so every day I remember myself???? So I need to work hard 

so…. 

- Hind: It’s worth it at the end. Can you Abdulazizi talk to me about your 

background experience in learning English in Saudi Arabia? 

- Abdulaziz: Unfortunately in my country I didn’t study, I didn’t. In high school, 

the background is very little, but when I went to the university – KFU, the first 

year I think I studied and I learned a lot of vocabulary and grammar, so when I 

came to Australia this helped me a lot. 

- Hind: كيف تقيم لي طيب تعليم االنجليزي في السعودية, هل تعتقد انه جيد ام سيئ 

- Abdulaziz: I think it’s below average. 

- Hind: What do you suggest to improve the English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- Abdulaziz: maybe we need to start teach English from the elementary school, 

and we need more practice, we didn’t have any practice such as, we don’t have 

listening lab to improve the listening skill. Just. This some information and we 

didn’t use it in our life, so we forget it easily. 

- Hind: To what extent has your culture affected you in learning English in Saudi 

Arabia? 

- Abdulaziz: This is a typical question because you know sometimes the culture 

work in our body we didn’t know how to sketch our work, so I think, for me, I 

went to study English because my major mathematics, so I went to research and 

to travel to another country to meet with someone or people, or group of people 

who like the same major. This I do not good answer for this question or. 

- Hind: Is there anything else you would like to add about the English education 

in Saudi Arabia? 

- Abdulaziz: I am not sure, I don’t think. 

- Hind: Thank you so much Andulaziz  
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Ahmed’s Interview (5) 

 

- Hind: Thank you so much Ahmed for joining me at this interview, first of all I 

would like you to rate your English skills, can you please rate your listening?  

- Ahmed: I think it’s good. 

- Hind: What about speaking? 

- Ahmed: Also good. 

- Hind: Reading? 

- Ahmed: Good. 

- Hind: And your writing? 

- Ahmed: Maybe it’s average. 

- Hind: When I presented you with the task, the writing task, what started to go 

through your mind, what did you ask yourself first? 

-  Ahmed: Actually I think that you are asking me to write something about 

myself, so I start to introduce myself, how old I am, and some information about 

my studying, my grade study, and so on. 

- Hind: When you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you have 

covered everything? 

- Ahmed: Actually I don’t have any background about what exactly you are 

looking for, so I just write the first thing I think of. 

- Hind: That’s good. But normally when you do writing, when you finish writing, 

what do you do to check that you have…. 

- Ahmed: Actually I have to understand the question, and what is the purpose of 

the writing itself, then I start to do small or brief plan to introduce or to write 

about the subject. I think because I am an engineer, and before we start 

everything we have to make a plan, so I do this in my writing. 

- Hind: And this plan, do you do it mentally, or you do it on paper? 

- Ahmed: No, I had to write it because, even if it is small notes, but I had to write 

it, sometimes it is just a drawing, draw something to remind me what I am going 

to write or to say. 

- Hind: Very good. Ok, when you were doing your writing, did you repeat any 

words in your mind or sentences? 

- Ahmed: Yeah. Absolutely yes, we have to repeat. I had to repeat, because I think 

I don’t have enough vocabulary that I can use it when I write about any subject. 

- Hind: Did you need to use a dictionary or any other reference book when you 

were doing the writing? 

- Ahmed: Actually I had to use it, but first I have to know what I am going to find 

in this dictionary, you know we don’t have enough database of vocabulary that 

can help us to write or, maybe we speak English just as make conversation, 

speak with people, but we don’t have vocabulary to use it. 

- Hind: Did you at any time think in your first language in Arabic when you were 

doing the writing? 

- Ahmed; Yeah, yeah we have to. 

- Hind: Do you do that a lot? 

- Ahmed: Yeah, I think every time. 

- Hind: Did you need to ask anybody for help when you were doing the writing? 

- Ahmed: Where? 

- Ahmed: No, because I just, nobody asked me to write in the streets, they usually 

ask us to write in the university, and sometimes it’s something immediate we 

have to write, like exam or something like that, so there’s no chance to ask 



 323 

someone to help you. 

- Hind: But if you have the chance, would you do that? 

- Ahmed: Absolutely, even in my language, even in Arabic. 

- Hind: How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity or 

complete a task? 

- Ahmed: Yeah, yeah. A lot. 

- Hind: Ahmed, can you talk to me about your background experience in learning 

English in Saudi Arabia? 

- Ahmed: Unfortunately I don’t have any experience and background, even if I 

study engineering faculty, but you know. First of all in secondary school, in 

elementary school we don’t learn real English. 

- Hind: Why? 

-  Ahmed: I don’t know. 

- Hind: The teachers, the students, method of teaching. 

- Ahmed: No, the way of teaching, the teachers, everything in our country - in my 

time because I graduate from the elementary school in 1995, so at that time, we 

don’t have enough resources to learn English, and we don’t have qualified 

teachers to teach us, everything is not enough to learn us English. At the 

university because as I told you, I am an architect, and in architect or 

engineering usually we use drawing to express ourselves or our idea, we don’t 

have to write or to read a lot, we can express ourselves by drawing a single plan, 

and it’s enough to explain our idea. 

- Hind: One picture worth a thousand words. 

- Ahmed: Exactly. 

- Hind: What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- Ahmed: Actually I have experience here with my son, he is going to study next 

year, actually next Wednesday in year three, he studied English here for one 

year and I think he is better than many students who came with us as 

sponsorship in Australia because they start from grade one, and I think it is the 

best time to learn everything, language, mathematics, reading, it’s the best time 

to start from grade one, grade two, even maybe in Pre, KG or something. 

- Hind: To what extent has your culture affected you in learning English? 

- Ahmed: I think maybe it’s about religion, because in our religion we have to 

learn everything, and not only language, but the most important to learn the 

science is language, yeah, I think it’s the religion. 

- Hind: So why did you learn English? 

- Ahmed: Because all sciences in the world is depending on English, and 

unfortunately we don’t have enough sources in Arabic because every sources are 

in English. 

- Hind: Is there anything else you would like to add Ahmed? 

- Ahmed: If someone can read your study and your PhD, and you can recommend 

something, I recommend to start both of them, Arabic and English, start hardly 

in the first year of the children. 

- Hind: I totally agree with you. Thank you so much Ahmed for your help, greatly 

appreciate it. 
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Amira’s Interview (6) 

Hind: Hello Amira 

Amira: Hi, how are you? 

Hind: Good. Thank you for joining me today, I really appreciate it. 

Amira: You are very welcome, happy to help. 

Hind: Thanks. Can you please tell me your age? 

Amira: I am twenty four years old. 

Hind: And your educational level at the university? 

Amira: I am a senior. 

Hind: You are in your fourth year of study. 

Amira: Yeah, fourth year. 

Hind: Ok, can you please tell me your GPA, which is your General Percentage 

Average? 

Amira: It’s 3.22 out of 4.00. 

Hind: Ok. Very good, thank you, Can you please rate to me your English skills, for 

example in listening, is it, can you rate yourself excellent, very good, good average, 

below average, or limited or poor? 

Amira: No, I am an excellent listener. 

Hind: listening, very good, and what about your speaking? 

Amira: Also speaking I am excellent speaking. 

Hind: Very good, and what about reading? 

Amira: Reading, I am very good 

Hind: Ok, and writing? 

Amira: Writing is from good to very good. 

Hind: Ok ok, very good, thank you. When I presented you with the question for this 

task, the writing task, what is started to go through your mind? 

Amira: Oh, since my task is about family, what I wrote, what came to my mind first was 

about the topic, which is family, and then I want to write –what you know- the about 

important things about the family. 

Hind: What did you start to do in order to answer your question, like what did you start 

with? 

Amira: First I start with the main points, and then afterward what came after, from 

important to less important. 

Hind: Very good. So in your planning stage, did you focus your attention on particular 

things to write about, like the ones you thought were more important than the others? 

Amira: Yes, I usually like to start from the important to less important. 

Hind: Aha, very good. Did you find any aspects of the question that you found 

confusing, or needed explaining from me? 

Amira: No, because I thought this kind of topic and task familiar since I am in year 

four. 

Hind: Ok, good. What did you do about checking you were in the right track? 

Amira: I re-read just to make sure that I did not - you know- go in any other track, so 

this is what I usually do, re-read, or sometimes I give a friend of mine to read so she can 

see from her point of view. 

Hind: So good, so when you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you 

had covered everything that was asked? 

Amira: I checked the question again, and then I read what I wrote twice, and if I wasn’t 

sure, I could give someone else to read it as well. 

Hind: That’s good, did you think that you had done a good job, and what makes you 

think this? 
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Amira: Yes, I think it’s a good job because – you know – we have been writing couple 

of times, so it’s not very difficult for us. 

Hind: That’s good. Did you use any techniques to help you get the task done? 

Amira: I did use the brainstorming, so I put some words that I wanted to use beside, and 

then I connected them with sentences. 

Hind: Ok, that’s very good. Explain whether you repeated any words in your mind 

while you were writing or any sentence structure you have used before, did you like 

repeated any word or any sentences? 

Amira: I tried not to repeat, I tried to use synonyms, and this is what our teacher usually 

taught to us, it’s better not to repeat, so I use synonyms instead. 

Hind: That’s very good. Were there times when you had to practice sentences or 

phrases that you really wanted to write in this text, like rehearsing them or practicing 

them? 

Amira: It happens to me sometimes especially if it is like in the past tense or continuous 

past or something because this kind of grammar is a little bit difficult for me, so yeah. 

Hind: Ok, that’s good. Did you need to use a dictionary or any other reference book to 

help you? 

Amira: Not for this task, no, I did not use a dictionary. 

Hind: But normally do you use a dictionary? 

Amira: Yes normally for spelling check I do use a dictionary. 

Hind: That’s good. Did you at any time think in your first language – which is in this 

case Arabic to help you write in English? 

Amira: Yes sometimes I do, I do use my Arabic and then I translate it to English. 

Hind: If you thought about particular groups of words such as nouns verbs, how did you 

decided to group them? 

Amira: It depends if I am going to talk about the past, so most of the verbs would be in 

the past tense. 

Hind: If you couldn’t think of a word or a phrase that you wanted to use, did you re-

phrase it with something similar? 

Amira: Yes I use a simpler, more simple word instead. 

Hind: How did you organize your key concepts or ideas, did you take notes. 

Amira: I sometimes yes, I do take notes, as I said brainstorming is similar to take the 

main points and then write them down. 

Hind: While you were listening to me, explaining the task, were you making any mental 

notes about the information, like you know, summarizing the whole task or question 

that I asked you? 

Amira: Yes, I was thinking straight away what I will be writing about, what I wanted to 

write. 

Hind: have you used any rules that you know in English language to produce your 

writing? 

Amira: The rules ahhh. 

Hind: In English, Like English rules, the grammar. 

Amira: Yeah the grammar, where we should use well connection between the words, 

and to stick to one tense and not change from time to time. 

Hind: When you wanted to check whether a word or a sentence or a phrase sounded 

correct, what did you do, like did you say it out loud or did you check it with a friend? 

Amira: Yeah, I say it out loud; if I am not sure I do ask someone who is better than me. 

Hind: And the same for the rule, if you don’t understand, or can’t remember a word, or 

a rule in English, do you do anything to help you bring it into your head? Like can you 

for example associate words with each other, one word remind you of another? 

Amira: Yes, probably, if I tried to remember something else that is similar, it would 

help me, or as I said earlier, I might just ask someone else. 
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Hind: What prior knowledge did you used to do this writing task, like are you familiar 

with this topic? 

Amira: Yeah Yeah. The prior knowledge is true. This topic is I am familiar with, I did 

write something similar to this before, and so I use my prior knowledge. 

Hind: By doing this task, did you judge yourself while you were writing, like what 

opinion did you form about yourself from doing this writing? 

Amira: What do you mean by judge? 

Hind: Did you think that you have done a good job? 

Amira: Yes, I think I have, since it’s from prior knowledge, so I think it’s ok. 

Hind: did you have to guess any meanings in the task? 

Amira: No, because I did not use difficult words. 

Hind: Were there any times you needed to ask me for explanations? 

Amira: No I did not. 

Hind: You didn’t need my help. Ok did you need to ask anybody else for help, other 

than me? 

Amira: No I did not need to. 

Hind: Did you have to reassure yourself that you were on the right track, and how did 

you do that, like to make sure you are doing? 

Amira: As I said, I read it couple of times, I just to make sure that I have got it right. 

Hind: And how do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity or complete a 

task like this one, are there things that you do, or reward yourself with? 

Amira: Yeah, this is the most important thing, is the reward after doing something. 

Hind: what do you do? 

Amira: I like to spend it with friends, go out eat particularly. 

Hind: And what did you motivate yourself after doing this task? 

Amira: I will be eating with my special friend pasta. 

Hind: Ok Amira, can you please; you have studied English language in Taif University 

for four years, and now you are in your senior year, you will be graduating, I want you 

to talk to me about your background experience in learning English as a foreign 

language in this University. 

Amira: Yes. Since I did live in the US couple of years, I do have some English 

background, and since my father also as a PhD student, he speaks with us also in 

English, so we do know a little bit of English, and because in our University we have 

two years skills, reading, and writing listening and speaking for two years, and then 

afterwards we have literature and translation, everything is in English, so this does help 

us with the English. For the skills usually; mostly, everything. I mean a lot of things we 

do memorizing, especially in the translation because we have to memorize words in 

order to translate. Unfortunately we do not do a lot of group activities - which I wish we 

do - because it’s more fun and convenient between the students and we might learn in a 

much more happier environment. 

Hind: How did the lecturer like taught you these courses? 

Amira: Mostly she just explains, we listen, she give us a task, we do it, and that’s it. 

Hind: You don’t, like talk with other peer or group activity? 

Amira: Not usually, because they don’t usually like that because they consider us we 

chat sometimes with each other instead of doing our task, so mostly individual task, 

which is something boring actually. 

Hind: How did you do to improve your English skills? 

Amira: To improve my English skills I like to watch movies in English a lot so I can 

practice my pronunciation and my listening, also I go out with my friends who are good 

in English so we can communicate and talk try to only English, especially now in Saudi 

Arabia, it’s a prestigious language, people would try to speak English even if they do 

not know well. 
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Hind: have you heard about the concept of language learning strategies? 

Amira: Yes I did hear about this concept, which I believe it means ways or like 

strategies to learn a language. 

Hind: What kind of strategies do you use to learn English, whether it’s listening or 

writing or reading or speaking, what do you do, like if you want for example to learn a 

new word, or read a new paragraph, or write a task like I just did to you, like in general, 

what kind of strategies do you use to help you achieve this task? 

Amira: Strategies… sometimes I try to remember my mother tongue language, 

sometimes it helps me. 

Hind: Do you like to talk with others who know how to speak English? 

Amira: Yes, I have to talk with others who are, you know, they know English very well. 

Hind: Do you use the dictionary? 

Amira: Yes, usually the dictionary, sometimes the word check when I write, I have to 

check my spelling and grammar afterwards to make sure. 

Hind: Do you think that your culture –which is in this context, is Arabic language and 

Islamic culture - has affected you in learning English as a foreign language, and if so, 

can you give me some examples? 

Amira: Yes it does affect, sometimes it affects also negatively because in Arabic 

sometimes things are the opposite, than it’s in English, for example in Arabic we write 

from right to left, while in English from left to write, so it sometimes confuses, even the 

books are the opposite. And the pronunciations sometimes the letters we don’t have it 

English or vice versa, so the pronunciation for example the letter P, we do not have it in 

Arabic, so we might pronounce it wrong. Also, what we find may be useful is 

memorization – since we have the Holy Quran – we memorize a lot and so it helps us 

memorize easily if you want English words or vocabulary, terminology. 

Hind: Finally is there anything you would like to add, like suggest for teaching English 

to students in Universities in Saudi Arabia? 

Amira: Oh yes I do like for teachers to apply new strategies, something that copes with 

education now, than using something very old. 

Hind: People think like using technology? 

Amira: Yeah, using technology, using what is good for our days now. 

Hind: Do you use the technology to improve your English skills when you learned 

English or was it too old in your times? 

Amira: No, in the University no, not much, but at home I do use my I pad, my laptop, 

even my phone cause it has translation, so it’s much easier, so it’s better they can apply 

this to us, even while teaching. 

Hind: Thank you so very much Amira, I do appreciate it. 

Amira: You are welcome  
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Bandar's Interview (7) 

 

- Hind: Thank you Bandar for joining me today at this interview, I really 

appreciate it. First I would like to ask you to rate your English skills, for 

example how do you rate your English listening? 

- Bandar: Actually it’s very good. 

- Hind: And what about speaking? 

- Bandar: very good. 

- Hind: reading? 

- Bandar: reading is good. 

- Hind: and what about writing? 

- Bandar: Average. Always there 

-  Hind: When I presented you with the question for this task, what started to go 

through your mind, like what did you ask yourself about this task? 

- Bandar: Actually when I first to think, I think to talk about myself, I need to 

write something about myself, about my experience, about my life, where I was 

born, if I am married or not married, like this is, so I think about something to 

myself. 

- Hind: Were there aspects of the question that you found confusing, or need 

explaining, like the question, when my brother gave you the question, did you 

find it difficult or easy. 

- Bandar: No actually to be honest it is easy for me because I usually do like this 

with interview if I apply for a commodity or I am looking for a job, always they 

ask me about myself and ask me to write something, some paragraph like CV, so 

it’s very easy for me and I wrote that paper and he tell me ok it’s enough three 

four lines, so I tell him I can use the other side, he tell me no it’s enough, so 

about yea so easy, and I like to do like this is because I always try to think in 

English in my mind and not in Arabic so I cannot write very well if I think in 

English, this is one guy he learn me, there’s one Canadian guy he tell me, if you 

need to learn English, you have to think by English, this is the easy way to do 

like this, so I like to do like this, when I think, I write. This is my.. 

- Hind: Strategy. 

- Bandar: Yeah, this is my strategy to improve my language. 

- Hind: When you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you had 

covered everything that was asked, like when you are done writing the 

paragraph, what did you do to check that you have written it like. 

- Bandar: Actually I am not finish now the paragraph, I didn’t actually, but I do 

the first part talking about myself, I think I do eighty, forty percent so I don’t 

have to fill that form, I will take may be three four pages so I think I do some… 

yeah I tell you more than thirty forty percent. 

- Hind: Did you use any techniques to help you get the task done? 

- Bandar: Actually I use to do before when I was working, I always to sort like the 

gears, like the off show things when I write something like academic, yeah I am 

not sort like talking general like it’s public, yes when I use to write something I 

have to sorts like your question, then I answer to myself I write some question 

where are you born, yeah I born in Saudi Arabia, are you married or not, 

something like that. Sometimes I didn’t write the question, but I keep it in my 

mind so I give the answer, when you read my paragraph you will see for sure, 

yes he answered the question, you cannot say like this, my name is Bandar it’s 

going like this, what’s your name, my name is Bandar, the second paragraph. 
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- Hind: Explain whether you repeated any words in your mind while you were 

writing, or any sentence structure that you have used before, the same as you 

just did. 

- Bandar: Yeah. 

- Hind: But like can you give me example? 

- Bandar: Like what’s your name, what’s your favorite thing, how old are you, 

where are you from, talk about yourself, talk about your experience, like what 

you prefer in the life, what’s you’re, so I always have to keep some questions so 

after that I have to answer, and keep it. 

- Hind: Did you need to use a dictionary or any other reference book to help you 

to do the task? 

- Bandar: No, actually this one because I … the paragraph which I wrote, I always 

write so it was before I use it, yeah yeah, so it was very easy for me, sometimes 

I have some problem like some grammar, so this is the reason sometimes I have 

to return back to like Google translation or something to make sure about the 

grammar, and some words like when you say ENOUGH, there’s no V or NV, 

yeah something like this, it’s important to return back. 

- Hind: Did you, at any time think in your first language to help you write in 

English, I don’t think so because you? 

- Bandar: No no, because as I told you one of my friends, the Canadian guy told 

me if you have to improve your English you have to think in English, even if 

you think, yeah it happen to me so I use like this before. 

- Hind: And that is a very good strategy, I would recommend it as well. 

- Hind: Explain how you may have used any rules, or English like grammar or 

structure to do this writing, like give me example 

- Bandar: I use past simple, and past perfect tense, because I am talking about 

myself, only I use, there’s part in the paragraph talking about my life, so I talk as 

a present. 

- Hind: Did you need to ask anybody for help to do the task? 

- Bandar: No. 

- Hind: How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity, or to 

complete a task like this one, like for example did you tell yourself if I am done 

writing this task, I will reward myself with drinking coffee or going out with my 

friends?  

- Bandar: Actually I think oh yes if I finish one paragraph, may be next time I will 

do two or three papers like this, so I have to push myself, Bandar, you can do it, 

it’s very easy when I first start to write, I have to write maybe two or three lines, 

and when I finish that page, oh, I think I can do another, so I push myself, yeah 

you can do it, so I always try to be support to myself, I don’t know how to 

explain, so.. 

- Hind: This is a positive way to .. 

- Bandar: Yeah because before I was nervous when I talk, the first time I tried to 

speak about, meet another people, and make some conversation to improve my 

skill, when I use like this, I found there’s a difficult to understand the people 

because they have different accent and is pace trained for me, so I keep away, oh 

let me do my school, so it’s enough for me, I think no need to make some 

friends, I sit with myself and I think, why I do like this, I have to push myself, 

it’s very easy, if you made mistake, this is how to, yeah yeah, so I do like this 

and I feel it’s very easy to understand other people when you listen a lots, and 

practice your listening, it will be very easy for you. 

- Hind: Bandar can you please talk to me about your background experience in 

earning English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia? 
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- Bandar: This one need a lot, actually it was very bad experience for me, I am 

talking about when I was student, I am talking about the education first in Saudi 

Arabia, there’s no interest about the English language, it was like if you say, 

when I went to school and I saw we have to take English class, oh It’s good I 

can’t sleep because I was tell we have English so I can’t sleep, yea it’s very easy 

because the teachers came “Hello guys, how are you” maybe he speaks, he 

explain two three grammars like this is, and he explain it very fast, and 

sometimes he didn’t understand, even the teacher, if you ask him, because I 

remember one guy he was with us and he was born in USA, so when he tried to 

talk with the teacher, and he tell him you made a mistake, there’s something 

wrong with this grammar, he told him if you go to whole Saudi Arabia you 

cannot found like me because I am very well with writing, he tell him I didn’t 

care about writing, I tell you about the grammar, he tell him, in the grammar I 

am not well. So this is the reason it was very bad, also no one ask me to do like 

this, no one.. 

- Hind: Encouraged you. 

- Bandar: Yeah, to learn English very well, even my family, because my father 

and my mother they finished elementary education, so they don’t care about the 

English, even this study, so I tried to help myself, and I like that language, the 

English language, I start to learn it and I start to focus, because my uncle he 

always speaks English with other uncle, so when we sit together as family, and 

they have some secrets, they speak to each other in English, yeah, so I was very, 

why they are doing like this, we are Arabic so you have to speak Arabic and 

they say this something is bigger than you, so we cannot understand, ok. By that 

time luckily, now if they need something they call me and ask me. So I tried 

firstly to go English institute, I found is very bad 

- Hind: Why? 

- Bandar: Because they have, they bring the teachers from Egypt, from Jordon, 

even this is not their original language, yeah, and they’re not native, so when I 

tried to, please I don’t understand this grammar, can you explain it to me, so 

there is nothing for me, I know it in Arabic, but I can’t do it in English, after that 

I start to work with a company for a couple of things, we have Saudi people we 

work together, but there’s other people like Indians, like American, like 

German, and they all speak in English, so I was like to sit with them, even they 

are going for lunch dinner, whatever, I have to go with them, even I don’t 

understand someone, but I ask, I always ask, please I don’t understand this one, 

if I need to do like this, how we can say it, please at that time, I improve my 

language ???? percent, after that the big mistake what I do, I take another job, it 

was maybe around hundred employees, there’s one who can speak English, the 

other people speak Arabic. This is the reason I came back, so it was for four 

years, this is the problem, then I returned back to American company, It’s called 

Xerox, I think you know Xerox company, and I found this my friend Canadian 

guy, it was my manager, and a lot of people use to speak only English, the rules 

you cannot speak Arabic in that company, and you cannot send any mail or you 

do anything, even your request for apply vacation apply for anything, you have 

to use English language, so I improved my language maybe sixty percent, it was 

very good, around two and half years, it was very good for me, I tried to 

improve during the work day. After that I went to the British Council Institute 

only for four weeks or five weeks, it was good, but I was not comfortable with 

them because they are looking for the money. Not for education, yeah, this is the 

reason why I told them sorry I cannot complete with you because they give me a 

level which was very low for me, and when I asked them, oh, your company is 
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paying, why you are you caring, it doesn’t matter because you are not paying the 

money, I want to learn, they say if we give you that level, you will be maybe 

after?????. I told them this is the reason why you???? So, good luck, bye bye, so 

the last three years I was working with???? Company as a resource officer, and a 

lot of people, even our manager and higher level managers they speak Arabic, 

but I always go to the other people, like we have from USA, staff and employees 

from USA, employees from Philippine, I always sit with them, it was good for 

me, and at that time I improved my writing, because I was working like a leader 

for the team, so everything goes to the management through me, so I cannot 

send in Arabic, so I have to send it in English, so it was very good for me, at 

first, I used the dictionary, Google dictionary, but I use it when I am finished, I 

use it to check to make sure for the grammar, some words is very difficult to 

write, like enough this is ???? thing for me, so in that time I improved my 

writing skills.  

- Hind: Bandar, do you think your culture, whether your religion or your language 

or the environment in Saudi Arabia has affected you any way in learning 

English? 

- Bandar: Actually the life affected me to learn English because if you are looking 

for a good job in our country so you have to speak English very well, some 

companies, if you speak English very well you will be a manager even if you 

don’t have experience, even if you don’t have certificate, even anything, your 

English is good, you’re welcome, otherwise you can work something there’s no 

future for you, yeah you cannot improve yourself. This is the first, and I love 

this language because I tell you when wise my…yeah yeah, so I have to speak 

English very well, so I do it, so, this is, and the culture, I am talking about the 

Islamic, it’s good when you….. The sayings of our prophet (PBUH) “Learning 

other people’s language, be safe of their cunning”. This is the point. And the 

other point is to communicate with other people, you can speak with different 

people, you have to learn other culture, you have to do something in your life, 

otherwise you’re nothing. 

- Hind: Learning another language like as you said is, add to your knowledge, add 

to your culture, and also expand your horizon, like it’s open your mind, get to 

know another culture, get to know other traditions, other????, like also shapes 

you as a person, that’s why I am doing this research about learning English in 

Saudi Arabia because I think the situation there is very bad. 

- Bandar: It’s very worse. 

- Hind: If you graduate from secondary school you don’t know anything, why, 

why, that’s why I am doing this research because I want to get to the roots of the 

problem and try to find answers. 

- Bandar: The problem I think I give you my, maybe I don’t have the exact 

problem, but the problem is of the teacher, the kind of teacher they bring for us, 

now there are teachers they graduate from the colleges in Saudi Arabia, they 

don’t know even the English, if you ask him to please can you speak to this guy, 

oh no, I am very well with grammar, but I am not very well with the speaking, 

conversation, even they cannot do like this, so maybe he is very well with 

writing, the first reason there is no support for English like I tell you, when you 

speak English, you will get some special gift, or something in the school, oh 

you’re different, so I think the school it was I tell you, when I have the English 

class during the day, oh I feel very comfortable because I have to get some rest, 

oh yeah, 45 minutes it’s good for me to get a nap. 

- Hind: Finally Bandar, what do you suggest to improve English education in 

Saudi Arabia? 
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- Bandar: Actually more interesting about the teachers, we need also more people 

to رقابة 

- Hind: Monitoring 

- Bandar: Monitoring yeah to follow these teachers, they said even in the 

classrooms. 

- Hind: Thank you so much Bandar for your participation, really appreciate it, and 

value your comment and thank you so much.  
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Fahad’s Interview (8) 

 

- Hind: Thank you Fahad for joining me today. 

- Fahad: You are welcome. 

- Hind: First of all I would like to ask you to rate your English skills, for example 

how do you rate your listening? 

- Fahad: Very good. 

- Hind: And speaking? 

- Fahad: Very good. 

- Hind: And what about reading? 

- Fahad: Reading is very good also. 

- Hind: And writing? 

- Fahad: Good. 

-  Hind: When I presented you with the task, for this question, what started to go 

through your mind, like for example, what did you ask yourself about the task, 

when I gave you the task, the writing task, what did you do, what did you ask 

yourself? 

- Fahad: Can I write about what, the stress step, and then I decide what I will 

write, I will write about myself, then I started, I was born and so on. 

- Hind: Were there aspects of the question that you found confusing or needed 

explaining, I mean the question, was it difficult or easy, the task? 

- Fahd: It’s easy, because it’s free to write about what, yeah, we can write about 

anything, about myself, it’s free, that’s me. 

- Hind: Did you use any techniques to help you get the task done, when you were 

writing, did you use any techniques to do the writing? 

- Fahad: Not any technique, but maybe I thought partly in Arabic, then translate to 

English. 

- Hind: Aha, I will ask you about that, you did tell. 

-  Hind: Did you need to use a dictionary or any other reference book to help you? 

- Fahad: In this task? 

- Hind: Yes in this task? 

- Fahad: No, in this task because it’s easy for me, because like general, when I 

write about something academic or like say assignment in first course, I need 

dictionary, and some reference. 

- Hind: Did you at any time think in your first language to help you write in 

English? 

- Fahad: Of course, I think culture and, yeah. 

- Hind: Aha. Explain whether you repeated any words in your mind while you 

were writing or any sentence structure that you have used before, like when you 

were doing the writing in your mind, did you repeat any words, or sentence 

structure?? 

- Fahad: Sometimes. 

- Hind: You do that. 

- Fahad: Yes. 

- Hind: Explain how you may have used any rules, or English structure to help 

you produce this writing, did you use any English grammar? 

- Fahad: Actually English grammar is difficult in some , in some you know 

grammar, maybe the past it is ok, but the present continuous this is difficult, but 

I tried to avoid the present continuous, you know, just past and future. 

- Hind: That’s very good. If you don’t understand, or can’t remember a word, or a 
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rule in English, do you do anything to help you bring it into your head? 

- Fahad: Maybe I use dictionary to remember by Arabic to translate to English, 

sometimes I write other word similar to the meaning. 

- Hind: When you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you had 

covered everything that was asked, like when you are done writing, what did 

you do to check that you have done? 

- Fahad: I read again, maybe some word, I lost some word, meaning or 

something, or grammatical wrong, like that. 

- Hind: Were there any times you had to ask my brother for explanation, or the 

question was easy? 

- Fahad: It was easy. 

- Hind: And did you need to ask anybody else for help  

- Hind: Did you need to ask anybody else for help when you were writing? 

- Fahad: No 

- Hind: Like your friends, did you ask them. 

- Fahad: No. 

- Hind: How do you motivate yourself when you have to do activities, or 

complete a task like this one? 

- Fahad: Ready, sometimes like that. 

- Hind: You do that, you do motivate yourself. 

- Fahad: You know today, I plan go to cinema after, because tomorrow I have to 

submit assignment, I reward myself, today I will go to the cinema, it’s action 

movie, but today I have occupation,  

- Hind: Dinner, I think my brother told me 

- Fahad: Dinner. 

- Hind: So you will go tomorrow, after you submit your assignment. 

- Hind: Fahad can you tell me about your background experience in learning 

English in Saudi Arabia? 

- Fahad: Actually the environment in Saudi Arabia is very bad to learn English? 

- Hind: Why? 

- Fahad: Because nobody can practice like English speaker as native or other 

speaker maybe. I was born in Dammam, Dammam was , you know ARAMCO, 

this is maybe good to can speak English, but if your father work in ARAMCO 

and live in the compound of ARAMCO, but other side you know, difficult to 

find some English speaker. 

- Hind: What about in school or university when you learned English, how was 

your experience, like did you learn very well in school or in university? 

- Fahad: Actually the teachers not good, and the subject and the material in school 

not very strong to learn student, so the student will be lazy. 

- Hind: I see. 

- Hind: What do you think, to what extent do you think that your culture, whether 

it’s the religion, or language or the environment has affected you in learning 

English, whether in a good way or a bad way? 

- Fahad: Good way, I think learning English is very important these days because 

you can find a good job, and good position, and you can travel anywhere you 

want, also I think the religion, you can use for invite to, Dawaa (Missionary 

work) to Islam, and also I think what the affect maybe Quran, memorization of 

Quran, I think this is make it easier to learn English, the word, maybe the mind 

is very activity to learn more. 

- Hind: Fahad, what do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi 

Arabia? 

- Fahad: I think we should start from first grade, first class. I think this is a very 
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good Idea. Because now it’s from grade four, that’s good but, can I talk about 

when I was a teacher, when I was a teacher, the student come, not study from 

grade four, they study from elementary, it’s very weak, many of them can’t, 

many of them don’t have any Idea about he and she and it and the pronounce are 

with, the basic, this I mean, they don’t have any basic, and they can’t read, 

really, some of them also don’t know about the letters, A, B, C like that. I am 

tired to explain more things about that, but maybe one or two in the class just 

have good experience and good idea about English, maybe because their parents 

work in ARAMCO, but the others, never. 

- Hind: That’s interesting.  

- Hind: Is there anything else you would like to add about teaching or learning 

English in Saudi Arabia? 

- Fahad: Fifteen years ago, maybe if you remember Ahmed Al-Ali and the 

fireman, fifteen years ago, but the last year, a book from a company named 

MacMillan, difficult for student, you know 

- Hind: is there anything else you would like to add? 

- Fahad: No 

- Hind: Thank you so Fahad for your participation, really appreciate it. 
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Mohammed’s Interview (9) 

 

- Hind: Thank you so much Mohammed for joining me in this interview, I really 

appreciate it. At the beginning I would like you to rate your English skills, can 

you please rate your listening? 

- Mohammed: My listening is very good. 

- Hind: Ok, what about speaking? 

- Mohammed: Speaking is close to excellent. 

- Hind: reading? 

- Mohammed: Reading is good. 

- Hind: And what about writing? 

- Mohammed: Writing also good. 

- Hind: When I presented you with the task, the question, the writing, what started 

to go through your mind, I mean what did you ask yourself about the task? 

- Mohammed: Just asked myself about what’s the beginning of how to learn 

English and how to get at the beginning, the teacher, who teach me, who’s a 

good teacher, that teacher, it’s very important to me. 

- Hind: When you finished the writing, what did you do to make sure that you had 

answered the question? 

- Mohammed: Actually because it’s just five lines, so I didn’t feel good, it’s not 

that enough experience about the???? so 

- Hind: So you didn’t do anything. 

- Mohammed: No, it’s like seventy percent or sixty percent. 

- Hind: While you were doing your writing, did you repeat any words or 

sentences in your mind that you have used before? 

- Mohammed: Yes, it will be all the time speaking about the future, future, future, 

what’s the future. 

- Hind: Did you need to use the dictionary or any reference book to help you in 

your writing? 

- Mohammed: Yes if you can speak very academic sometimes, and then you 

change the sentence, sometimes you need. 

-  Hind: To do that, and when you did the writing, did you need to use it? 

- Mohammed: At this time no. 

- Hind: Did you at any time while you were doing the writing, think in your first 

language to help you- in Arabic – to help you write? 

- Mohammed: Actually when I learn here English I didn’t use Arabic sometimes 

because I stay with the family and they sometime give me advice to not to use 

the dictionary, that’s why sometimes some of the words if you ask me what’s 

it’s meaning in Arabic, I can’t explain it. 

- Hind: I see. Did you need to ask anybody for help when you were doing the 

writing? 

- Mohammed: No. 

- Hind: How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity or 

complete a task like this one? 

- Mohammed: I use to when I learn English, to this situation, but you know…… 

- Hind: What do you do to motivate yourself? 

- Mohammed: Sometimes when I finish this I will go to this restaurant, when you 

finish this I go…. 

- Hind: Good. Mohammed can you talk to me about your background experience 

in learning English in Saudi Arabia?  
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- Mohammed: Actually I have a very bad experience because I learned in – you 

know they called them as marketing, they take it as market, and just not to give 

you some information because of the money, so you think then you didn’t get 

that much information about this learning. 

- Hind: And what about in school or university, how did you learn English? 

- Mohammed: Also when we start learning at the secondary school, I mean it’s 

very big different you know, you just have two or three words of English at the 

secondary school exactly???? 

- Hind: And what do you suggest to improve the situation in Saudi Arabia, like 

what can we do to make English education in Saudi Arabia better? 

- Mohammed: I suggest to learn English in Saudi Arabia as you know there’s not 

many people speak English at this time, so, because elementary school they 

doesn’t teach English, it’s very important at this time, so they get it as important 

subject so it will take very different you know, especially with children when 

they learn, it’s not the secondary or high school. 

- Hind: And what do you suggest for schools and university, do you think they 

need to change the curriculum? 

- Mohammed: Yeah, they add it as would the elementary school also??? very 

serious subject not that easy, so before they get it not that serious subject, but 

today they get it very serious, I think it will be changed. 

- Hind: To what extent has your culture affected you in learning English? 

- Hind: The Arabic language, the religion of Islam, the culture in Saudi Arabia, 

how did it affect you in learning English?  

- Mohammed: It doesn’t actually, you know sometimes about, am not saying 

because my religion you know it is in Arabic it’s better to encourage us, but our 

culture it’s never seen especially just maybe in airport or something, but in the 

culture, it’s very hard to learn English. 

- Hind: Why, why do you think that? 

- Mohammed: In my opinion I think the situation because of the minimum people, 

I mean it’s the worker in Saudi Arabia, a very little amount of them are from 

overseas, I mean the western side, I mean from US or???. It’s very hard to see, 

not they special, I mean if you see anywhere they speak English all the time use 

it, I think it will be better. At this time I think we come more and more, when 

you go to Riyadh or Jeddah because it’s big cities. 

- Hind: Would you like to add anything Mohammed? 

- Mohammed: No that’s all. 

- Hind: Thank you so much Mohammed for your help. Thank you.  
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Muraam’s Interview (10) 

 

-Hind: Thank you Muraam for joining me at this interview, I really appreciate it. Could 

you please tell me your age? 

- Muraam: Twenty five 

- Hind: And your educational level? 

-Muraam: It’s fourth year senior. 

- Hind: Can you please rate yourself in your English skills, listening? 

- Muraam: I think it’s excellent. 

- Hind: Speaking. 

- Muraam: Yeah it’s excellent. 

- Hind: What about reading? 

- Muraam: I think it’s very good. 

- Hind: And writing? 

- Muraam: Good actually. 

- Hind: Very good thank you. When I presented you with the question for this task, 

what started to go through your mind? 

- Muraam: I think the first of all just to brainstorm and just to write notes, the plan and 

how to start. 

- Hind: What did you ask yourself about the task? 

- Muraam: Just am I answer the question very well, from related to my plan or notes. 

- Hind: What did you start to do in order to answer the question? 

- Muraam: As I said before, the first brainstorm what point I should cover to answer the 

question, then I start to write and follow this plan. 

- Hind: Can you explain why you choose to present your answer in the way you did? 

- Muraam: Because you know if just I start writing without any plan may be I lost, and 

maybe I can’t cover every point I want it, that’s why I think it’s good to follow the plan 

to write effectively. 

- Hind: In your planning stage, did you focus your attention on particular things to write 

about, like the ones you thought were most important? 

- Muraam: I think yes, especially the part the way to send the key message to answer the 

question. 

- Hind: Were there any aspect of the question that you found confusing or needed 

explanation 

- Muraam: No. I don’t think it’s so complicated. 

- Hind: What did you do about checking that you were on the right track? 

- Muraam: The first of all just I wanted to see my writing follow the plan I covered all 

the point, and also something related to the spelling check, the grammar and senior 

editing. 

- Hind: Did you think that you had done a good job? 

- Muraam: I think so, I can’t ?????? myself completely, I think quiet good if I am follow 

the plan or the criteria, or to write something. 

- Hind: Did you use any techniques to help you get the task done? 

- Muraam: For me as I said before, plan. If you do a good plan, you will write a good 

writing I think. 

- Hind: Explain whether you repeated any word in your mind while you were writing, or 

any sentences structure that you have used. 

- Muraam: Yeah, Tibiana say I have problem with spelling, I am not sure may be 

because Arabic is completely different with English, there’s no similarities between 

them, that’s why sometimes I repeat some word just to hear myself to check the 
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spelling. 

- Hind: Were there times when you had to practice sentences or phrase that you really 

wanted to write in this text? 

- Muraam: Yeah, the same reason, for the spelling. 

- Hind: Did you need to use a dictionary or any other reference book to help you? 

- Muraam: No, I haven’t. 

- Hind: Did you at any time think in your first language to help you write in English? 

- Muraam: Sometimes, some parts, yeah, but some part no, I didn’t need to translate this 

in mind to Arabic. 

- Hind: If you couldn’t think of a word or a phrase that you wanted to use, did you 

replace it with something similar? 

- Muraam: Yeah, in some part, yes. 

- Hind: While you were listening to me explain the task, were you making any mental 

notes about the information? 

- Muraam: Yeah. This is the first step I think before to write anything on the paper, just 

to what can I say, and what should write to cover the question and transfer the good 

message to answer this question.  

- Hind: Explain how you may have used any rules that you know and use in the English 

language to produce your writing? 

- Muraam: Yeah, the first of all, the outline or the plan and what you can write, and 

secondly editing, grammar, the spelling, hearing, and also does it make sense, and each 

paragraph has topic sentence, and the conclude sentence, and overall, it’s like the 

relating between the first paragraph, or the second paragraph, and if the reader can 

follow me for answering the question, and is it make sense for the reader to follow me, 

it’s complicated. 

- Hind: If you don’t understand or can’t remember a word, or a rule in English, do you 

do anything to help you bring it into your head?  

- Muraam: Sometimes, but not frequently. 

- Hind: Did you have to guess any meanings in the task, or how were you going to go 

about it? 

- Muraam: Yes sometimes I am guessing, and sometime I get it right. 

- Hind: Were there times when you had to ask me for explanations? 

- Muraam: No, I don’t think I need some explanation, everything I need it is clear. 

- Hind: And you didn’t need also to ask anybody else for help? 

- Muraam: No. 

- Hind: Did you have to reassure yourself that you were on the right track? 

- Muraam: Yea, I tried to be positive about writing, because the hardest part for me is 

the writing, but, yeah, if I follow the plan and the criteria for how to write effectively, 

yeah, we can get it, we can do it. 

- Hind: How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activity or to complete 

task like this one? 

- Muraam: Yeah. In this situation because I have flight, I very motivate myself to finish 

it, and then sighting.  

- Hind: Can you please tell me Muraam about learning English experience in Saudi 

Arabia, how was it for you? 

- Muraam: the foundation for teaching English in Saudi Arabia is very weak, teachers 

focus on the grammar, but no practical speaking, no practical how to apply this 

grammar in the writing, we usually just memorize the paragraph before the test, and like 

five or six tasks to write it, and from my memory I didn’t enjoy any English classes in 

Saudi Arabia, we didn’t do like to communicate with other students in terms of 

speaking English, the day in English or something like that. 

- Hind: Do you think the culture and the environment have affected your learning 
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English experience? 

- Muraam: I think so, because nowadays I know the English official language and a lot 

of people have to have well English educated, but I am not sure why, even private 

school also the way how to transfer English, and how to teach English I think it’s not a 

good way to teach it. 

- Hind: Do you have any suggestions to improve English education in Saudi Arabia, in 

universities or schools?  

- Muraam: I think train the teachers because especially to send teachers overseas, or to 

give teachers workshop to see how to teach English effectively and how student can get 

this English as a second language. 

- Hind: Is there anything else you would like to add? 

- Muraam: No thank you and I hope this can improve teaching English in Saudi Arabia. 

- Hind: Hopefully. Thank you so much Muraam for your help, really appreciate it. 
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Yasser’s Interview (11) 

 

- Hind: Thank you so much Yasser for joining me in this interview. I would ask 

you first to rate your English skill, can you please rate your listening? 

- Yasser: First of all thanks to ???? with me, also I am happy to be with you in 

this case actually, for me my listen actually it’s good. 

- Hind: And what about speaking? 

- Yasser: Speaking is also good. 

- Hind: Reading? 

- Yasser: Average 

- Hind: And what about your writing? 

- Yasser: My writing actually is limited or below average 

- Hind: Thank you. When I presented you with the question for this task, what 

started to go through your mind, like what did you ask yourself about the task? 

- Yasser: Actually when you asked us about this text, I am just thinking about 

which way is easy for me to start to write this text, and started actually talking 

about myself because it’s easy for me. 

- Hind Ok. Were there aspects of the question that you found confusing or needed 

explaining?  

- Yasser: No it’s easy. 

- Hind: When you finished the task, what did you do to make sure that you had 

covered everything that was asked? 

- Yasser: I just read it again from the beginning. 

- Hind: Did you use any techniques to help you get the task done? 

- Yasser: I am just start through the line time, my life from when I am born and 

what I am doing when I am seven years, and when I am in school after that. 

- Hind: Explain whether you repeated any word in your mind while you were 

writing, or any sentence structure you have used before? 

- Yasser: Actually yes, because it’s easy for me when I am talking about myself, I 

read I have, or I am and ing, I am trying to use the grammar exactly to make that 

sentence easy and good. 

- Hind: Very good. Did you at any time think in your first language – in this case 

Arabic - to help you write in English? 

- Yasser: No. 

- Hind: Explain how you may have used any rules that you know and use in 

English language to produce your writing, and you can give me examples of 

such rules? 

- Yasser: Say again please. 

- Hind: Explain how you may have used any rules, rules of grammar to produce 

your writing, did you use any grammar or rules, and can you give me examples? 

- Yasser: You asked for me, that task actually I am trying to use I am for example, 

I am, it will be the first rule to take ING, so all the sentence take. 

- Hind: If you don’t understand or can’t remember a word or a rule in English, 

like in the task, do you do anything to help you bring it into your head? 

- Yasser: If it’s possible to open a dictionary or something like that, I would do, if 

it’s not, I am just trying to remember any words can help me or something. 

- Hind: Did you use any reference or dictionary in this task? 

- Yasser Not now. 

- Hind: Were there times when you had to ask me or my brother for explanation, 

when we give you the task, did you need to ask for any explanation? 
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- Yasser: NO it’s clear. 

- Hind: How do you motivate yourself when you have to do an activities or to 

complete a task like when my brother gave you the task, did you tell yourself 

that I am going to reward myself after I am done with this task, or encourage 

yourself? 

- Yasser: Not really. 

- Hind: Ok Yasser, can you please tell me about your background experience in 

learning English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia? 

- Yasser: I want to think about it as general, the first time we learn English in 

school when I was start, I think it’s eleven or something like that, actually in the 

first I was happy, I mean I am trying to do the best for learn English, in the 

beginning anyone he has experience in this language or he knows English well, 

it’s one of the prestige of he can speak English so this one would be, but for me 

actually I am trying to do the best because I am sure this language it will help us 

for knowledge, for intensity, for understand the word from around us, otherwise 

because when you open a TV or actually left to read books so if I am something 

for example any books it’s not in school, any kind of science it is not in school 

for example my degree proficiency it’s English written by English so if I don’t 

have good English I am lost, so if you need me to talk about what we have in 

Saudi Arabia English, actually we study, I study English for six years in 

elementary school and high school and the last year we graduation nothing. 

- Hind: Why, why do you think it is happening? 

- Yasser: I think because the teachers try, I am not sure the teacher or me, we just 

think about how I can pass the exam, the teachers don’t push us to learn to learn, 

they just push us to pass, however, so for example like you said reminds me to 

memorize this sentence, ok, for task, we have five tasks, oil or King Abdulaziz 

or whatever, just go back to home and, if he give us any task not this. 

- Hind: You will not answer it  

- Yasser: Why, because they push us just to remember this one, and this is the 

way of education in Saudi Arabia as you know? 

- Hind: What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia, what 

do you think if we did this, English education would be better, whether the 

teachers, the students, the governments? 

- Yasser: I think the knowledge English, I mean the way, the goal, the rest of all 

we have to, I mean put the goal, ok, and what steps can help us 

- Hind: To achieve this. 

- Yasser: As you know we study six years, but no one I think he can write two or 

three sentence for ???? from his mind, why we study six years, nothing. Here 

anyone who comes for three months, after three months he can write sentences, 

he can speak, he can…. 

- Hind: I see, I see. Do you think your culture whether the religion or the language 

or the background has affected you in learning English? 

- Yasser: Yes 

- Hind: In what way, can you give me an example? 

- Yasser: When I am thinking just about Daawa (missionary work) or something 

like that, the cultures push us to learn any language, not in English, not to make 

us safe, but also to make relation, and how we can deal with any culture. 

- Hind: is there anything you would like to add? 

- Yasser: No. 

- Hind: Thank you so much Yasser for your Interview, greatly appreciate it.  
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Wejdan’s Interview (12) 

 

- Can you talk to me about your background experience in learning English in 

Saudi Arabia whether in school or university? 

- Generally, I consider my experience as a good one.  

- To what extent has your culture (religion, Arabic language, the environment in 

Saudi Arabia) has affected you in learning English? Please give examples. 

- My religion has affected me because we learn English to spread Islam. 

- What are some of the strategies that you have used to help you learn English? 

How did you learn English? 

- I talk to myself in the mirror, I read a lot, and memorize the meanings of new 

words. 

- What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- I suggest we have native speakers to teach us, and to use CDs in the teaching 
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Hanna’s Interview (13) 

 

- Can you talk to me about your background experience in learning English in 

Saudi Arabia whether in school or university? 

- We usually speak Arabic in the classroom and this has affected my learning 

English. 

- To what extent has your culture (religion, Arabic language, the environment in 

Saudi Arabia) has affected you in learning English? Please give examples. 

- I think speaking Arabic in the classroom is affected us all. 

- What are some of the strategies that you have used to help you learn English? 

How did you learn English? 

- Trying to speak with native speakers help me improve my English Language. 

- What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- We should start learning English from elementary school and also to have 

English speakers to teach us. 
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Bayan’s Interview (14) 

 

- Can you talk to me about your background experience in learning English in 

Saudi Arabia whether in school or university? 

- I have learned English language during my study at school and university. I 

think learning English at school or university is not an easy experience because 

of the negative attitudes we have towards learning a foreign language. 

- To what extent has your culture (religion, Arabic language, the environment in 

Saudi Arabia) has affected you in learning English? Please give examples. 

- My culture has affected me a lot in my study of English. I studied courses 

related to religious topics and focused on the Saudi environment. 

- What are some of the strategies that you have used to help you learn English? 

How did you learn English? 

- I focused on translation as well as reading texts in English.  

- What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- I suggest to give more attention to communicative language skills through 

providing a wide range of listening tasks. 
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Mona’s Interview (15) 

 

- Can you talk to me about your background experience in learning English in 

Saudi Arabia whether in school or university? 

- I started my experience in learning English when I was 10 years old. I had 

joined a summer English course for two month before I started my intermediate 

school. The second experience was at intermediate and secondary schools. After 

that I applied at English school at Taif University to get the bachelor degree.  

- To what extent has your culture (religion, Arabic language, the environment in 

Saudi Arabia) has affected you in learning English? Please give examples. 

- I found the difference between Arabic and English affected in my learning 

negatively. They belong to different languages' families. Moreover Alphabets in 

the two languages are not the same. While English is written from left to right, 

Arabic is written from right to Arabic. On the other hand I found some positive 

cultural factors in our culture. Our people are communicative and friendly, so 

learning a second language needs communicative and friendly student to be able 

to socialize and communicate with others 

- What are some of the strategies that you have used to help you learn English? 

How did you learn English? 

- Learning by using media, movies, technology, and songs. Learning in small 

groups or in pairs. Self-learning. Visual learning. 

- What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- Saudi government has to improve English curriculum and English teachers and 

contract with native teachers. 
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Marayam’s Interview (16) 

 

- Can you talk to me about your background experience in learning English in 

Saudi Arabia whether in school or university? 

- In Saudi Arabia, I studied English only in Middle and High school, but it was 

not good. I couldn’t learn from my school anything.  

- To what extent has your culture (religion, Arabic language, the environment in 

Saudi Arabia) has affected you in learning English? Please give examples. 

- Many factors were affected me in learning English. The first factor is our 

religion. It encourages us to learn all science in our life. In addition, many 

people have studied English language at these days in Saudi Arabia. My friends 

and colleagues started to join some institute for learning English. When I was 

meeting them, they were talking English. Then, I started to try to learn English 

from them but it wasn’t easy for me.  

- What are some of the strategies that you have used to help you learn English? 

How did you learn English? 

- After class, I was trying to speak just in English language and I was reading 

some stories.  

- What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- My suggestions to improve English education in Saudi Arabia: increase the 

classes of English language in elementary, middle and high school, open more 

international institutes of learning English in each city in Saudi Arabia, be more 

strict to use English language at university. 
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Mayar’s Interview (17) 

 

- Can you talk to me about your background experience in learning English in 

Saudi Arabia whether in school or university? 

- Of course, In the name of Allah, we have a good learning English language for 

the several reasons. First of all, in the intermediate school students begin with 

letters and numbers. Gradually, they begin to read, listen, and write ... etc 

- Second, in secondary school and after graduate they will use the language as a 

habit to pass the grade. Third, they naturally face some difficulty in the 

University to acquire second language. 

- In my opinion I think all difficulty are appear because the education of English 

in Saudi Arabia doesn't have native speakers. Finally, in order to improve our 

education, we need to change some strategies and provide by many facilities and 

make the learning more exciting e.g. using video, listening laboratory.  

- To what extent has your culture (religion, Arabic language, the environment in 

Saudi Arabia) has affected you in learning English? Please give examples. 

- Acquiring second language means that the person will get another culture and be 

opening mind. Otherwise, he will be an excellent speaker of his mother tongue 

by using more vocabularies. 

- What are some of the strategies that you have used to help you learn English? 

How did you learn English? 

- As I mentioned before, we can using technology to help students to learn second 

language easily 

- What do you suggest to improve English education in Saudi Arabia? 

- Using video shows. 
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Abstract 

 
The aim of this paper is to investigate the pattern of language learning strategies use 

among a group of Saudi Arabian English-major university students using Oxford’s 

(1990) Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL). The study also investigates if 

there is a significant difference in strategy use due to language proficiency and gender 

among these students. The results of this study showed that this group of students used 

learning strategies with high to medium frequency. Memory was the least used learning 

strategy, and metacognitive was the most highly used strategy. Social, cognitive, and 

compensation strategies were used to an intermediate extent with no differences 

between them. Analysis of SILL scores by year showed the freshman had higher 

metacognitive scores than the other years. The scores on the other sub-scales did not 

differ significantly by year. Students with lower GPAs had lower strategy use than 

students with higher GPAs. Similarly, students with lower SILL scores had lower mean 

strategy scores than students with higher SILL scores. Females used strategies more so 

than did males. Despite overall group differences in SILL scores according to year, 

GPA, STEP, or gender, a similar pattern of rank ordering of strategies was observed in 

almost all sub-groups examined in this study: Metacognitive (1
st
), then social (2

nd
), then 

compensation/cognitive (varied between 3
rd

 and 4
th

 position), with affective/memory 

being ranked last (varied between 5
th

 and 6
th

). The exception was freshman, who 

reported a different pattern of ranking than the students in the other years. The 

implications of this research will be further discussed in the paper. 

 
1. Introduction 

The process of learning has always been perplexing theorists and practitioners of all 

times, since individuals are envisioned as products of their environments, and their 

learning is usually represented in the form of imitating experiences to which they are 

exposed (Taylor, 2003). According to Pritchard (2013), learning tends to occur 

naturally, and goes unnoticed in many cases. Therefore, in the majority of cases, 

learners follow a normal pattern of learning and gradually become more skilled and 

knowledgeable. However, there is also a number of learning theories explicating the 

internal learning processes and showing through which mechanisms they can be 

affected for more effective learning and advancement in knowledge.  

 

The concept of learning is quite broad, and it is not limited to the educational domain 

only; as noted by Pritchard (2013), learning may be defined in a number of ways such 

as “a change in behaviour as a result of experience or practice”, the process of 

“acquisition of knowledge”, “knowledge gained through study”, “a process by which 
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behaviour is changed, shaped, or controlled”, and as an “individual process of 

constructing understanding based on experience from a wide range of sources” (p. 1). A 

focused study of learning was initiated at the end of the 19
th

 century, resulting in 

emergence of a number of theories and understandings of learning (Illeris, 2008). 

However, despite the variety of approaches to studying and explaining learning, the 

main condition acknowledged by all researchers without exception is the existence of 

two processes: external interaction process between learners and their social, cultural, 

and material environments, and the internal psychological process of elaboration and 

knowledge acquisition (Illeris, 2008).  

 

 The learning process is a multi-dimensional, complex endeavour with many essential 

aspects shaping it and determining its outcomes. As noted by Taylor and MacKenney 

(2008), the most basic contributors to the learning process are physical aspects such as 

vision and hearing. The process itself encompasses a number of components such as 

acquisition of new habits, attitudes, perceptions, preferences, interests, and social skills. 

The learning process is also accompanied with various biopsychological changes of 

chemical, electrical, biological, and neurological nature. 

 

As Lee (2010) pointed out, people are not born with an ability to understand everything 

in the world surrounding them; hence, they have to learn to comprehend their 

environment. The same occurs with language knowledge – not every person 

understands every language, and linguistic comprehension is built up during a complex 

and time-consuming process of language learning. Since the dawn of language learning 

research, investigators have noticed that some individuals tend to learn some linguistic 

aspects more quickly and easily, while other struggle with language topics. Hence, the 

subject of linguistic research has since then become to reach an understanding of how 

learners achieve a certain level of L2 knowledge, what makes certain learners 

successful while making others fail, and what features give certain individuals an 

opportunity to study language better than others (Lee, 2010).  

 

After such questions had been posed, researchers have realized that answering them is 

possible only by investigating L2 learners’ learning strategies (Lee, 2010). According to 

Oxford and Crookall (1989), learning strategies are steps taken by L2 learners to assist 

them in acquisition, storage, and retrieval of information – in the present context, 

specifically related to SLA. They are also called learning-to-learn, problem-solving, and 

study skills, and their main aim is to make learning more efficient and effective. The 

researchers pointed out that language learning strategies (LLSs) are useful in both 

formal, academic settings and in an informal educational environment in which L2 

learners are exposed to the foreign language. LLS research developed gradually from 

the simple lists of strategies to more sophisticated investigations of strategy 

employment in various L2 learning settings (Oxford & Crookall, 1989). However, the 

major portion of LLS research has so far been concerned with studying the classroom 

settings (Oxford & Crookall, 1989).  

 

Before studying LLS research in detail, one should gain awareness of the elusiveness of 

the term “learning strategy”; since the 1970s, when active LLS research began, there 

has been little agreement on what this concept means and how it can be properly 

defined. According to O’Malley et al. (1985),  

 

“there is no consensus on what constitutes a learning strategy in second 

language learning or how these differ from other types of learner activities. 

Learning, teaching, and communication strategies are often interlaced in 
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discussions of language learning and are often applied to the same behaviour. 

Further, even within the group of activities most often referred to as learning 

strategies, there is considerable confusion about definition of specific strategies 

about the hierarchic relationship among strategies” (p. 22).  

 

However, since the 1970s and 1980s, work on researching LLS continued, and after the 

first broad definition of LLS given by Rubin (1975), numerous researchers such as Ellis 

(1986; 1994), Tarone (1980), and Oxford (1990) undertook the task of defining LLS 

(Griffiths, 2004).  

 

The reason for which learning strategies represent the clue to understanding SLA 

processes and outcomes lies in the fact that learning strategies represent various 

operations used by learners to make sense of their learning; SLA is accompanied with 

using several resources students have at their disposal for solving certain tasks, so the 

choice and proper use of those resources is regarded a learning strategy. It is essential to 

note that learning strategies are diverse and do not relate only to language learning; Lee 

(2010) emphasized that they are also exceptionally helpful in studying maths, 

chemistry, and other subjects. By means of employing learning strategies, learners 

obtain an ability to respond to a particular learning situation, and to manage their 

learning process accordingly (Lee, 2010).  

 

The roots of LLS research were identified in the 1960s by Hismanoglu (2000) noting 

that developments of cognitive psychology laid the basis for attention to LLS. Together 

with the focus on successful language learners’ strategy use, researchers paid more 

attention to classification of LLS. One of the pioneering studies in the field was the 

work of Aaron Carter (1966) titled The Method of Inference in Foreign Language 

Study; it is considered to be the first attempt of researching L2 learner strategies. Later 

on, LLS research intensified during the 1970s because LLS importance in language 

learning was fully acknowledged. Researchers became focused on the mechanisms of 

information processing, strategy selection for understanding, learning, or remembering 

information during second or foreign language acquisition (Lee, 2010). LLS quickly 

acquired research significance after the pioneering works of Naiman et al. (1978), 

Rubin (1975), and Stern (1975) claiming that certain learners were more successful in 

SLA though they were exposed to the same teaching methods and studied in an 

identical learning environment.  

 

The LLS formulation process started in 1978 with the fundamental research of Naiman 

et al. (1978) stating that effective LLS included active task approaches, realization of 

language as a system and as a means of communication and interaction, management of 

affective demands, and monitoring of L2 performance. After that research, Rubin 

(1981) worked more intensely on LLS classification and elicited a list of learning 

strategies directly affecting SLA: clarification/verification, monitoring, memorization, 

guessing and inductive inferencing, deductive reasoning, and practice. The researcher 

also stated that processes with an indirect impact on learning created opportunities for 

practice and informed production tricks (Oxford, 1994).  

 

Oxford (1994) analyzing Rubin’s research on LLS also mentioned that Rubin (1975) 

formulated the features of good learners as follows:  

 They are willing and accurate observers 

 They have a strong drive to communicate  

 They are often uninhibited  

 They are willing to make mistakes and learn from them  
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 They tend to focus on form by looking for patterns and analyzing  

 They take advantage of all practice opportunities  

 They monitor their speech and the speech of their interlocutors for 

mistakes  

 They pay particular attention to meaning of produced language.  

 

Further LLS research validated some characteristics found by Rubin (1975), though the 

aspect of uninhibited learning was not confirmed by empirical research. More than that, 

the majority of findings of L2 learning research showed that the overwhelming majority 

of learners are naturally inhibited because of a certain extent of language anxiety to 

which they are exposed. Therefore, they tend to combat their inhibition by using 

strategies of positive self-talk, extensive use of practicing in private, and putting 

themselves into linguistic situations in which their communicative participation is 

required (Oxford, 1994).  

 

Following the early studies of LLS, more recent LLS research focused on determination 

of connections between strategy use and language proficiency (examples of such works 

include Green and Oxford’s (1995) study, and the study of Shmais (2003). The findings 

of these research endeavours have enabled the research community to see that proficient 

L2 learners used more LLS of higher levels than unsuccessful learners did. Park (1997) 

investigated the LLS-language proficiency connection and identified the linear 

relationship between these variables on a sample of Korean university students. A 

considerable body of research has verified the gender-LLS relationship (Ehrman & 

Oxford, 1989; Oxford, 1993) and learners’ cultural backgrounds (Bedell & Oxford, 

1996; Grainger, 1997). Moreover, an empirical investigation of Hong-Nam and Leavell 

(2006) conducted a study of LLS in the intensive learning program to investigate 

learning strategies, and showed that L2 learners used metacognitive and social strategies 

more frequently than any other strategy during their language learning, and controlled 

their planning, organizing, focusing, and evaluating activities connected with SLA.  

 

While many studies around the world have investigated the use of language learning 

strategies for improving language skills (Chamot, 1987; Oxford, 1990), most research 

into language learning strategies involving Saudi Arabian EFL learners compared to 

other nationalities and ethnic groups remains at the earliest stage of its development. 

This is not only the researcher’s observation (Aljuaid, 2012), but also the conclusion of 

leading educators in the educational field as well (Syed, 2003; McMullen, 2009). Up to 

date, there are only three documented large-scale strategy studies that feature Saudi 

participants. The first one is the groundbreaking study conducted by Al-Otaibi (2004) 

who examined Saudi EFL students and the ways in which they were using LLSs, but it 

encompassed only one geographical location inside Saudi Arabia. The subjects for the 

other two studies were ESL students living and studying in the United States (Al-

Wahibee, 2000; Braik, 1986).  

Given the shortage of research on Saudi Arabian EFL learners’ pattern of language 

learning strategy use, this research will aim to explore the pattern of language learning 

strategy use as perceived and reported by a specific group of Saudi Arabian EFL 

learners. In particular, the research intends to answer the following research questions: 

1. What is the general pattern of language learning strategy use among a 

specific group of Saudi Arabian EFL learners, in terms of their overall 

strategy use and the six categories of the strategies, as presented in the 

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning? 

2. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to language 

proficiency? 
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3. Is there a significant difference in strategy use due to gender? 

 

2. Methodology 

2.1.  Participants 

Taking the purposes of this research into account, the choice of participants for the 

study targeted Saudi Arabian English-major EFL learners. The researcher contacted a 

group of Saudi EFL students at Taif University involved in the EFL studies at present to 

collect data on their use of LLS. About 400 participants constituted the sample for the 

study. The participants are majoring in English Language and Literature at Taif 

University which is a state university in Saudi Arabia. The English Language and 

Literature Programme, in which the participants are enrolled, consists of four years of 

formal study at the university. In the first two years, students are required to complete 

courses to boost their English language skills (reading, writing, listening, and speaking). 

In the last two year, students are required to take courses related to literature and 

linguistics to cultivate their literary appreciation and critical-analytical ability and to 

deepen their knowledge of the various branches of modern linguistic theory. 

 

2.2. Instruments 

Two questionnaires were used for data collection. The first one was the Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) which was devised by Rebecca Oxford (1990) 

as an instrument for assessing the frequency of use of language learning strategies by 

students. The SILL is a structured self-report instrument that includes Likert-type scale 

items ranging from 1 (“Never or almost never true of me”), the lowest degree in the 

measurement of the variable, to 5 (“Always or almost always true of me”), the highest 

degree. Oxford (1990, p. 300) has provided criteria for judging the degree of strategy 

use as follows: 

 

Table 1: Guidelines for Understanding Average Scores on the SILL 

 

High 

Always or almost always used 4.5 to 5.0 

Usually used 3.5 to 4.4 

Medium Sometimes used 2.5 to 3.4 

 

Low 

Generally not used 1.5 to 2.4 

Never or almost never used 1.0 to 1.4 

 

The version of the SILL used in this study is a 50-item instrument that is divided into 

two main groups, direct strategies and indirect strategies, which are further subdivided 

into six groups. The SILL instrument contains 50 short statements each describing the 

use of one strategy. These statements are further grouped into six categories according 

to Oxford’s strategy system. The six categories are memory, cognitive, compensation, 

metacognitive, affective, and social. The 50 items are categorized into six parts, each 

representing a subscale or category. The six categories include memory (items 1 

through 9), cognitive (items 10 through 23), and compensation (items 24 through 29), 

which Oxford (1990) classified as “direct strategies” (p. 37). The other three 

subcategories that fall under the category of indirect strategies include metacognitive 

(items 30 through 38), affective (items 39 through 44), and social (items 45 through 50). 

The SILL was chosen as the main instrument for the present study because of its 

comprehensiveness (Ellis, 1994), and because of claims that it is valid, reliable, and 

appears to be lacking in social desirability response bias (Oxford, 1996; Oxford & 

Burry-Stock, 1995). 

 

The second questionnaire used for data collection was a background questionnaire 

which was used to document information about the participants. 
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2.3.  Data Analysis 

The Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS) for Microsoft Windows 20.0 was 

used to complete the analysis of the collected data, following the instructions in Field 

(2009). Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, frequencies and 

percentages, were implemented in order to investigate the demographic data and the use 

of language learning strategies. Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used 

to determine whether any significant differences existed among respondents in the use 

of language learning strategies with regard to their English proficiency level or gender. 

The minimum level of significance predetermined for the tests conducted within the 

framework of this study was p <.05. The results of this analysis will be further 

discussed in the following section. 

 

3. Results 

This section will present the quantitative results of the study, focusing on the values and 

interpretation of the statistics used to address the research questions and to test the 

hypotheses. The frequency distributions of the students with respect to age, gender, 

year, grade point average (GPA), and STEP score are provided. The descriptive 

statistics for the six SILL sub-scales are then presented and compared. The results of 

profile-analysis MANOVA are interpreted to answer research question RQ1 and to test 

null hypothesis H01. The results of MANOVA are then interpreted to answer research 

questions RQ2 and RQ3 and to test the null hypotheses H02a, H02b, H02c and H03. 

 

3.1. Demographic and Academic Attributes of Students 

Four hundred and fifteen students provided information about their ages, with 48 

missing values (Table 2). The age range was from 18 to 35 years. About two-thirds 

(69.1%) of the sample were between the ages of 20 and 23 years old. The mean age was 

21.7 years (SD = 2.1). 

 

Table 2  

Age Distribution of the Students 

Age (years) Frequency % 

18 1 0.2 

19 27 5.8 

20 98 21.2 

21 117 25.3 

22 55 11.9 

23 50 10.8 

24 35 7.6 

25 16 3.5 

26 3 0.6 

27 8 1.7 

28 1 0.2 

30 2 0.4 

32 1 0.2 

35 1 0.2 

Missing 48 10.4 

Total 463 100.0% 
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There were 301 males and 136 females in the sample, with 26 missing values (Table 3). 

 

Table 3  

Gender Distribution of the Students 

Gender Frequency % 

Male 301 65.0 

Female 136 29.4 

Missing 26 5.6 

Total 463 100.0% 

 

The frequency distribution of the 463 students with respect to their educational years is 

presented in Table 4, with the data unavailable for 55 participants. There were 

considerably fewer 1
st
 year students (freshmen) than in the other years. The frequencies 

in each level ranged from a minimum of 41 (8.9%) for the freshmen to a maximum of 

170 (36.7%) for the juniors. 

 

Table 4  

Distribution of Students with Respect to Years 

Year Frequency % 

Freshman 41 8.9 

Sophomore 111 24.0 

Junior 170 36.7 

Senior 86 18.6 

Missing 55 11.9 

Total 463 100.0% 

 

The frequency distribution of grade point average (GPA) scores among the 395 students 

who provided such data (68 missing) was approximately normal, indicated by the bell-

shaped histogram (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Frequency distribution of GPA scores 

The GPA scores included a wide range, from a minimum of .25 to a maximum of 4.00. 

The mean GPA = 2.38 (SD = .76). The 25
th

 percentile = 1.85, the 50
th

 percentile 

(median) = 2.37, and the 75
th

 percentile = 2.98. In order to provide adequate sample 

sizes in the cells of the MANOVA factor design matrix, the GPA distribution was 

classified into two approximately equal-sized ordinal categories, where 1 = less than the 

median (n = 197 students) and 2 = equal to or greater than the median (n = 198 

students).  

The frequency distribution for the 444 students (19 missing) that provided a STEP score 

is provided in Table 5. The group sizes representing STEP scores were unbalanced, 

with very few participants identifying their scores as below average (4.5%) or poor 

(1.75). To conduct the analyses, the STEP scores were dichotomized into two groups. 

Participants with good to excellent STEP scores (n = 343) and students with poor to 

average scores (n = 101).  

 

Table 5 

Distribution of STEP Scores 

 

SEB Frequency % 

Excellent 69 14.9 

Very Good 101 21.8 

Good 173 37.4 

Average 72 15.6 

Below Average 21 4.5 

Limited or Poor 8 1.7 

Missing 19 4.1 

Total 463 100% 
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SILL scores 

The internal consistency reliability of the six SILL sub-scale scores ranged from 

adequate to good, indicated by Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .629 to .849 (Table 6). 

 

Table 6 

Reliability Analysis of the SILL Sub-Scale Scores using Cronbach’s alpha 

Learning strategy Sub-scale Total number of items Cronbach’s 

alpha 

Direct Memory 9 .686 

 Cognitive 14 .849 

 Compensation 6 .675 

Indirect Meta-cognitive 9 .810 

 Affective 6 .629 

 Social 6 .766 

 

 

 3.2. Descriptive Statistics for the SILL Sub-scale Scores 

The descriptive statistics for the six SILL sub-scales are presented in Table 7, and the 

means and 95% confidence intervals are illustrated in an error bar chart (Figure 2). 

Using the categories suggested by Oxford (1990), the results indicated that the students 

were, on average, medium strategy users with respect to all strategy types. With respect 

to the frequency of use of the six learning strategies, the minimum and maximum values 

in Table 6 indicated that all six learning strategies were used to a more or less extent by 

students. 

Table 7 

Descriptive Statistics for the six SILL Sub-Scales 

SILL sub-scale 

N Minimum Maximum Mean SD 

Interpretation 

of Mean 

MEM 463 1.00 4.75 2.97 .64 Medium 

COG 463 1.00 4.75 3.13 .70 Medium 

COM 463 1.00 4.75 3.12 .75 Medium 

MET 463 1.00 4.75 3.27 .76 Medium 

AFF 463 1.00 4.75 3.04 .74 Medium 

SOC 463 1.00 4.75 3.21 .85 Medium 
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Figure 2. Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the six SILL Sub-Scales  

 

3.3. Comparison of SILL Sub-Scale Scores (RQ1) 

A trend was displayed (Figure 4) in which the mean SILL sub-scale scores could be 

ranked into the following order of learning strategies: 1
st 

= Meta- cognitive (MET); 2
nd 

= Social (SOC); 3
rd 

= Cognitive (COG); 4
th

 = Compensation (COM); 5
th

 = Affective 

(AFF); and 6
th

 = Memory (MEM). The profile-analysis MANOVA results indicated that 

there was a significant difference between the mean SILL sub-scale scores at the .05 

level, where Wilks’ λ = .795, F (5,458) = 23.681, p < .001.  

Comparison of means with Bonferroni correction (Table 8) indicated that there was no 

significant difference between the two highest scores of MET and SOC. However, MET 

scores were significantly higher than the other four SILL scores. The mean scores for 

SOC, COG, and COM did not differ. The mean AFF score was significantly lower than 

MET, SOC, and COG, but not COM. AFF and MEM did not differ from one another, 

but MEM was significantly lower than the mean scores for COG, COM, MET, and 

SOC.  
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Table 8 

Results of Bonferroni Mean Comparisons of the Six SILL Sub-Scales 

 PAIRWISE COMPARISON Mean  

Difference  

(I-J) 

  

p 

value 

 

(I) 

SUBSCALE 

(J) 

SUBSCALE 

MEM COG -.17 < .001
*
 

COM -.16 < .001
*
 

MET -.30 < .001
*
 

AFF -.07 .64 

SOC -.24 < .001
*
 

COG MEM .17 < .001
*
 

COM .01 1.00 

MET -.14 < .001
*
 

AFF .10 .009
*
 

SOC -.07 .38 

COM MEM .16 < .001
*
 

COG -.01 1.00 

MET -.15 < .001
*
 

AFF .09 .13 

SOC -.08 .46 

MET MEM .30 < .001
*
 

COG .14 < .001
*
 

COM .15 < .001
*
 

AFF .24 < .001
*
 

SOC .07 .51 

AFF MEM .07 .64 

COG -.10 .009
*
 

COM -.09 .125 

MET -.24 < .001
*
 

SOC -.17 < .001
*
 

Note: * Significant at p < .05 

 

3.4. Analysis of SILL Sub-Scale Scores by Year (RQ2a) 

The mean scores according to year are provided in Figure 3. A significant pattern of 

strategy scores by year of education was found, Wilks’ λ = .908, F(18, 1129) = 2.172, p 

= .003. This was further explored using univariate ANOVA with Bonferroni correction 

to the alpha level, to determine on which SILL subscales differences occurred. Welch’s 

correction to the F statistic was employed on the tests of MEM, COM, and MET due to 

violation of the homogeneity of variances assumption. Furthermore, follow-up post hoc 
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analyses were conducted using Dunnett’s T3 test.  

A significant difference occurred for the MET scale only, as indicated by a p value < 

.008 (applying the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests) (Table 9). Post-hoc 

comparison using Dunnett’s T3 test (Table 10) revealed that the freshman had higher 

average scores on the MET sub-scale than the sophomores, juniors, or seniors. The 

sophomores, juniors and seniors did not differ from one another. 

 

Education

SOCAFFMETCOMCOGMEM

432143214321432143214321

4.00

3.75

3.50

3.25

3.00

2.75

2.50

S
IL

L 
S
U

B
-S

C
A
LE

 S
C
O

R
E

 
Figure 3. Means ± 95% confidence intervals of the SILL Sub-Scales with Respect to 

Year of Education 
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Table 9  

Between-Subjects Effects Comparing the Means of the Six SILL Sub-scales with 

Respect to YEAR 

Variable  Source of  

Variance  

 Sum of 

Squares  df 

Mean  

Square 

F  

statistic  

p  

value 

MEM  Between Groups 3.484 3 1.161 3.012
 a
 .032 

Within Groups 152.279 404 .377   

Total 155.763 407    

COG  Between Groups 2.393 3 .798 1.815 .144 

Within Groups 177.504 404 .439   

Total 179.896 407    

COM  Between Groups 1.794 3 .598 1.442
 a
 .233 

Within Groups 207.288 404 .513   

Total 209.081 407    

MET  Between Groups 6.646 3 2.215 4.994
 a
 .002

*
 

Within Groups 212.526 404 .526   

Total 219.171 407    

AFF  Between Groups 1.871 3 .624 1.248 .292 

Within Groups 201.903 404 .500   

Total 203.773 407    

SOC  Between Groups .668 3 .223 .321 .810 

 Within Groups 280.120 404 .693   

 Total 280.787 407    

Note: * Significant at p < .05/6 = .008 (applying Bonferroni correction for multiple 

tests) 
a 
Welch’s correction applied. 

 

Table 10 

Results of Dunnett’s T3 Mean Comparisons of the MET Sub-Scale by YEAR 

 PAIRWISE COMPARISON Mean  

Difference  

(I-J) 

  

p 

value 

 

(I) 

YEAR 

(J) 

YEAR 

1 2 .37 .021
*
 

3 .45 .002
*
 

4 .33 .045
*
 

2 1 -.37 .021
*
 

3 .08 .963 

4 .04 .998 

3 1 -.45 .002
*
 

2 -.08 .963 

4 -.12 .693 

Note: * Significant at p < .05 
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The ranking of means according to year revealed a different pattern for freshman 

compared to the other years (Table 11). All groups ranked MET the highest, and MEM 

lowest or second lowest. However, AFF was rated second highest by the freshman, but 

this was the lowest or second lowest ranking for the other three years. SOC was ranked 

second for the sophomores, juniors, and seniors, but was ranked fourth by the freshmen. 

The Spearman correlation was not significant between the ranking provided by the 

freshmen and the sophomores or seniors (rho = .371 p = .468), nor was there a 

significant correlation between the ranking of freshman and juniors (rho = .486, p = 

.329). Therefore, it can be concluded that freshman ranked the learning strategies 

differently than the students in other years. However, these results should be interpreted 

with some caution given there were considerably less freshmen students in the sample 

than in the other years. 

 

In contrast, the rank ordering of sophomores and seniors was identical (rho = 1.00). 

Furthermore, the correlation between juniors and either sophomores or seniors was 

statistically significant, rho = .886, p = .019.  

 

Table 11 

Ranking of SILL Sub-Scales by YEAR 

 Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior 

MET 1 1 1 1 

AFF 2 6 5 6 

COG 3 3 4 3 

SOC 4 2 2 2 

COM 5 4 3 4 

MEM 6 5 6 5 

 

3.5. Analysis of SILL Sub-Scale Scores by GPA (RQ2b) 

The SILL scores with respect to GPA are provided in Figure 4. On average, students 

with a lower GPA (< 2.36; coded 1) had lower scores on the SILL than did students 

with higher GPAs (≥ 2.37; coded 2). This was confirmed by conducting a one-way 

MANOVA on the SILL scores by GPA group, Wilks’ λ = .967, F(6, 388) = 2.181, p = 

.044. 
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Figure 4. Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the SILL Sub-Scales with Respect to 

GPA 

 

Nonetheless, both low and high GPA groups showed similar relative rankings of the 

SILL sub-scales (Table 12). All rankings were in the same ordinal position, except for 

COM and COG which exchanged third and fourth position. The Spearman correlation 

between the ranks of the low and high GPA groups was .943, p = .005. Thus, both low 

and high GPA groups used similar relative patterns of learning strategies, but those with 

a higher GPA used the strategies to a greater extent than those with lower GPAs. 

 

Table 12 

Ranking of SILL Sub-Scales by GPA 

 Low GPA High GPA 

MET 1 1 

SOC 2 2 

COM 3 4 

COG 4 3 

AFF 5 5 

MEM 6 6 

 

3.6. Analysis of SILL Sub-Scale Scores by STEP (RQ2c) 

On average, individuals with higher STEP scores (Good to Excellent; coded 2) reported 

higher use of strategies than did individuals with lower STEP scores (Poor to Average; 

coded 1) (Figure 5). This was confirmed by a one-way MANOVA on the SILL scores 

by STEP group, Wilks’ λ = .966, F(6, 437) = 2.537, p = .02. 
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Figure 5. Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the SILL Sub-Scales with Respect to 

STEP 

Despite overall group differences, low and high STEP score groups provided very 

similar relative rankings of the SILL sub-scales (Table 13). Only COM and COG 

exchanged positions (third to fourth). The Spearman correlation between the low and 

high STEP groups was .943, p = .005. 

Table 13 

Ranking of SILL Sub-Scales by STEP 

 Low STEP High STEP 

MET 1 1 

SOC 2 2 

COM 3 4 

COG 4 3 

AFF 5 5 

MEM 6 6 

 

3.7. Analysis of SILL Sub-Scale Scores by GENDER (RQ3) 

The SILL scores showed a consistent pattern by gender (Figure 6). Females had 

consistently higher means on all the subscales than did males, and this was confirmed 

by the MANOVA, Wilks’ λ = .97, F(6, 430) = 2.56, p = .021.  
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Figure 6. Means ± 95% Confidence Intervals of the SILL Sub-Scales with Respect to 

Gender 

Males and females showed very similar rankings of the SILL sub-scale scores (Table 

14) with only a slight variation on the rankings of COG and COM. The Spearman 

correlation between male and female ranks was .943, p =.005. 

Table 14 

Ranking of SILL Sub-Scales by GENDER 

 Male Female 

MET 1 1 

SOC 2 2 

COG 3 4 

COM 4 3 

AFF 5 5 

MEM 6 6 

 

In summary, the six learning strategies were used by all of the students in the sample to 

a more or less extent. Memory was the least used learning strategy, and metacognitive 

was the most highly used strategy. Social, cognitive, and compensation strategies were 

used to an intermediate extent with no differences between them.  

Analysis of SILL scores by year showed the freshman had higher metacognitive scores 

than the other years. The scores on the other sub-scales did not differ significantly by 

year. Students with lower GPAs had lower strategy use than students with higher GPAs. 

Similarly, students with lower SILL scores had lower mean strategy scores than 
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students with higher SILL scores. Females used strategies more so than did males.  

Despite overall group differences in SILL scores according to year, GPA, STEP, or 

gender, a similar pattern of rank ordering of strategies was observed in almost all sub-

groups examined in this study: Metacognitive (1
st
), then social (2

nd
), then 

compensation/cognitive (varied between 3
rd

 and 4
th

 position), with affective/memory 

being ranked last (varied between 5
th

 and 6
th

). The exception was freshman, who 

reported a different pattern of ranking than the students in the other years. The 

implications of this research will be further discussed in the next section. 

 

 

4. Implications and Recommendations 

The present study possesses both theoretical and practical significance because it is one 

of the initial endeavours to tap the EFL learning process in Saudi Arabia. The Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia is the environment in which English is not spoken on a daily basis, so it 

is a foreign language in this country, nonetheless being an essential skill for future 

Saudi employees in the quickly developing economy, and intensifying international 

business cooperation. Moreover, English is the language of technology, and it is highly 

necessary for the modern Saudi students to gain proficiency in English to secure a 

highly paid job, and to become highly valued, demanded, and appreciated employees. 

Despite the fact that there is an extant body of research on the EFL learning process 

among Arabic-speaking students, Saudi Arabia is the state that has been mostly 

neglected by the research so far, and there is little knowledge on the Saudi learners’ 

specific patterns and peculiarities of EFL acquisition.  

 

Taking this evidence into account, one has to note that the present study can be 

considered one of the pioneering studies aiming to delineate the specific EFL patterns 

of Saudi learners, and to identify the difference in EFL learning process according to 

language proficiency and gender of students. It is an initial scholarly effort that cannot 

be generalized broadly, but it is likely to give at least a preliminary insight into how 

Saudi students employ various learning strategies, and how the system of EFL studies 

can be better organized to fit the needs of students in Saudi Arabia. Moreover, the use 

of the SILL inventory is likely to give an in-depth view of the ways in which the 

studying process is seen by the Saudi students, which may help educators design the 

EFL learning strategies most convenient and desirable for them.  

 

5. Summary 

This paper has attempted to present a research study that investigated what sort of 

language learning strategies are used by a specific group of EFL Saudi students. It has 

started with a theoretical framework that has provided the readers with the background 

information for the research questions. Then it has established a framework for the 

research so that readers can understand how it is related to other research. After that, the 

paper has presented the research questions within the context of the study. Then the 

paper has provided a detailed discussion of the methods, procedures, and instruments 

that were utilized in the intended research. Finally, the paper has presented the results of 

this research and possible implications of the study that may affect scholarly research, 

theory and practice in the field of language learning strategy.  
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