
Introduction
ernesto macaro and andrew d. cohen

One day very many edited books will be written like this!

The above comment from one of the authors of this book was meant to be 
neither flippant nor self-congratulatory. It heads this introduction because 
we genuinely believe that the book seeks to be different from the many other 
edited books on a given research area of applied linguistics. It is different 
because:

1 The language learner strategy research area has a long, multi-faceted and 
controversial history that this book seeks to document, describe, and 
resolve.

2 The book brings together the top international researchers in the field not 
only to celebrate 30 years of research and practice but also to provide an 
introspective and highly self-critical account of three decades of research 
endeavour, and it spells out the areas and issues that future research will 
need to address.

3 The book is not merely a series of unrelated chapters or personal accounts 
by authors in the field, nor a collection of conference papers. Rather, the 
topic of each chapter was conceived by the editors in collaboration with 
the team of authors in order to provide a coherent story of thirty years of 
theory-building and of empirical research, and to offer readers a landmark 
publication in the field.

4 All but one chapter is at least co-authored. Dialogue is thus encouraged, 
with possible disagreement and, we hope, a relatively unbiased synthesis of 
argument. 

5 Each chapter has been extensively and anonymously peer-reviewed and 
several drafts have resulted from this process.

6 In the chapters where a review of empirical research is offered (Part 2 of 
this book), the authors adopted strict systematic review guidelines in order 
to maximize the scope of the review and to minimize reviewer selectivity 
and bias. A summary of the systematic review process is provided in the 
Introduction to Part 2 and a full account can be found at (website) along 
with a comprehensive keyword mapping of the studies reviewed.

7 The concluding chapter was first written separately by the two editors. It 
was then compared, discussed and the conclusions synthesized thereby, 
once again, minimizing editorial bias. It was then commented on by the 
team of authors.
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The book then should be seen as the product of a collective: in essence a 
multi-authored book. It is intended first and foremost to appeal to experts in 
the field in that it represents cutting-edge thinking. The level and style should 
also be appropriate for postgraduate students and teacher-researchers who 
are interested in learner strategy research. 

Now for a brief description of the contents of the book. 

Part 1

Chapter 1 (by Mike Grenfell and Ernesto Macaro) outlines problematic theoret- 
ical areas. It narrates in some detail how the concept of language learner 
strategies began with publications by Joan Rubin, by David Stern, and by Neil 
Naiman and his associates. This was probably the first time that researchers 
really began to take an interest in the language learners themselves. The 
chapter outlines the claims made by language learner strategy research and 
traces the development of strategy research. It then documents the critiques 
that have been levelled at this research, and identifies ways that, over the 
past thirty years, strategy research has evolved. This chapter, then, sets the 
stage for Part 1 of the book which is intended to provide the historical and 
theoretical background to the field.

Of course, strategies were not called ‘language learner strategies’ in the 
beginning but ‘learning strategies’ or ‘learner strategies’ or even ‘language 
learning strategies’ and the search for an uncontested terminology is part of 
the story that this book narrates.

The term ‘language learner strategies’ (LLS) was probably never used before 
June 2004. It was then that 23 international scholars, who were significantly 
involved in the field of ‘strategies’, came together at the University of Oxford 
for three days to work together on crucial issues relating to strategies for 
language learning and for language use following planning meetings in 
Singapore, at the AILA Congress, December 2002, and in Oxford, December 
2003. At this series of meetings issues which had been exercising the minds of 
participants were identified and problematized:

1 defining LLS—why did there continue to be the problem of what actually 
constitutes a strategy? Why had so many different definitions been used 
hitherto?

2 relating LLS to learners’ short- and long-term goals—why was it important 
to map out strategy use not only against the immediate tasks that language 
learners were engaged in but also their own long term objectives? 

3 relating strategies to individual and situational difference—with regard to 
strategy use, what did we know and what more did we need to find out 
about the interaction among individuals, the group that they might belong 
to, and the learning situation that they might find themselves in?

4 demonstrating and communicating the importance of strategies to the end-
user—why was it that, despite the obvious practitioner interest in LLS, and 
despite many authors’ valiant attempts to bridge the gap between strategy 
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theory and classroom practice, was there still little sign of a concerted in-
clusion of strategy instruction in second language programs world-wide?

A major outgrowth of the meeting in June 2004 was to plan out the current 
volume in which each of these themes would get rigorous treatment. Another 
outgrowth was a consensus that a survey questionnaire be constructed and 
circulated among these experts to find out how they conceptualized and 
used theory and terminology in LLS research; the results of that survey are 
summarized in Chapter 2 by, Andrew Cohen. The survey is probably the 
first in applied linguistics to seek openly, amongst a group of researcher 
practitioners, the areas of consensus and the areas for which there remain a 
wide range of views. 

Chapter 3 (by Rebecca Oxford and Karen Schramm) continues the theme of  
introspection and auto-critique. It discusses strategy theory not only from the 
much more common perspective of psycholinguistics but also from the socio-
cultural perspective. It argues that both these over-arching theories need to 
interact in order that we might arrive at a clearer understanding of strategic 
behavior. In addition, it illustrates this interaction by projecting its combined 
spotlights on a number of relationships, such as strategies and metacognition, 
strategies and aptitude, and strategies and motivation.

The challenges set by both Chapter 3 and the issues problematized at the 
June 2004 meeting, begin to be taken up in Chapter 4. Firstly, the authors 
(Osamu Takeuchi, Carol Griffiths, and Do Coyle) review the strategies liter-
ature by investigating variables such as age, gender, career orientation, and 
personality type. The chapter then provides an insight into such individual 
and group differences though a small-scale study of language learners in New 
Zealand, and finishes with a study which, taking socio-cultural theory as 
its framework, explores how strategic behavior might be encouraged and 
shaped by the environment in which the learning is taking place.

The critiques of LLS research documented in Chapter 1, particularly relating 
to a strategy as the ‘unit of analysis’ are addressed in Chapter 5 through a 
discussion of LLS research methods in general and of ‘think-aloud protocols’ 
in particular. The authors (Cynthia White, Karen Schramm, and Anna Uhl 
Chamot) argue that we understand better the introspective learner reports of 
strategic behavior if we researchers, in turn, understand the context in which 
that behavior is taking place and if the processes for eliciting and analyzing 
strategies are finely tuned and draw on research methods in other disciplines. 
They then explore the methodological implications of emerging language 
learning contexts such as online learning, and they call for a broadening of 
research techniques, ones which place practitioners and learners more at the 
center of the research.

The chapter on grammar strategies (by Rebecca Oxford and Kyoung Rang  
Lee) covers an area that has not been explored from a strategy point of view. 
It discusses grammar development theories, explores the way that learners 
might be dealing with morphosyntax strategically, and relates this to theories 
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of implicit and explicit learning. The chapter highlights the areas of research 
that are desperately needed and questions whether we can use existing re-
search methods to explore them. 

Part 1 of the book concludes with Chapter 7, on LLS interventions. 
Whereas other second language acquisition areas (for example the area of 
‘language aptitude’) examine attributes which their proponents claim are 
relatively stable, it has always been a major claim of LLS that strategies are 
susceptible to instruction—that intervening in learners’ strategic behavior can 
improve learning processes and ultimate attainment. These interventions are 
not simple, however, nor can they be prescribed without involving the learner 
and without referring to the context in which the learning is taking place. 
The authors of this chapter (Joan Rubin, Anna Uhl Chamot, Vee Harris, 
and Neil Anderson), therefore, divide their analysis of and practical strategy 
instruction for LLS into two broad phases—younger learners and older 
learners—seeing this distinction as posing the greatest challenge to would-be 
researchers or teachers.

Part 2

Part 2 of the book reviews the research literature as applied to specific learning 
tasks and skills. Each chapter refers the reader to where a full account can 
be found on how the review process was operationalized, and validity and 
reliability issues addressed. Underlying models of learning related to tasks 
and skills are presented briefly in all these review chapters before diverging 
according to what the authors consider to be the emerging themes. 

Ernesto Macaro, Suzanne Graham, and Robert Vanderplank (in Chapter 
8) identify three themes: the relationship between listening success and 
strategy use, the relative effectiveness of prior knowledge in listening, and the 
effectiveness of listening strategy instruction. In Chapter 9, Lynn Erler and 
Claudia Finkbeiner focus on the interaction between L1, L2, readers, and 
reading strategies before reviewing research into reading strategy instruction. 
They find that factors influencing the activation and use of reading strategies 
during an L2 reading event include aspects of the text at all levels from pre-
lexical to contextual, and learner factors including L1 linguistic and cultural 
background, L1 and L2 proficiency levels, interest, and motivation.

Yasuo Nakatani and Christine Goh in Chapter 10 observe that it is pos-
sible to classify the research on oral communication strategies into two 
broad categories: interactive strategies, in which there is the obvious and 
crucial presence of an interlocutor, and psycholinguistic strategies, which are 
concerned with the cognitive and metacognitive processes involved in produ-
cing meaning within the limitations offered by the learner’s interlanguage. 

In Chapter 11, the authors (Rosa M. Manchón, Julio Roca de Larios, 
and Liz Murphy) provide a critical account of writing strategy research 
by challenging previous conceptualizations and the research methodology 
used. The review findings are grouped under four themes: the strategies that 
L2 writers use, variables influencing the L2 writer’s selection of strategies, 

LANGUAGE LEARNER STRATEGIES
© Oxford University Press

www.oup.com/elt



� Language Learner Strategies  Introduction �

whether first language writing strategies can be transferred to second language 
writing, and the influence of instruction on strategy use.

Whereas other chapters in Part 2 of the book have reviewed research on 
strategies according to different language skills, Chapter 12 reviews strategy 
research on vocabulary acquisition, which cuts across the various language 
skills. This chapter examines the vocabulary learning strategies (VLS) of 
learners at varying proficiency levels, with emphasis on the learners’ report 
of their perceptions regarding strategy use. They look both at strategies 
which decontextualize the vocabulary (for example, mnemonics) and 
strategies based on the context (for example, context clues in inferencing), 
as well as look-up strategies involving dictionaries. They also review strategy 
instruction studies, but again with an emphasis on studies involving the 
learner’s voice in the vocabulary learning process. They find that integration 
of VLS into instruction appears to be more effective than non-integration 
and that significantly better vocabulary performance is possible with VLS 
instruction. 

_______________________

It will be up to the reader to judge whether the book represents a coherent 
auto-critique and theoretical synthesis that points the way to the future of 
LLS research. We as editors would maintain that this innovative approach 
to an edited book indeed provides the opportunity for such desired outcomes 
to be facilitated. It is for this reason that we have allowed ourselves the self-
indulgence of a comprehensive concluding chapter—‘LLS and the future: 
resolving the issues’—where we attempt to draw together the threads of 
critique and to suggest ways to resolve outstanding issues. Regardless of 
whether it truly resolves some of the issues in the field, this book is intended to 
promote a cutting-edge to future research efforts in LLS and thereby ensure 
that efforts continue to be made to improve opportunities for all language 
learners.
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