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Abstract. Starting from the concept of communicative competence and, particularly, that of 

strategic competence, this project is aimed at explaining learning strategies used in the 

acquisition of a foreign language, offering an overview of the different types of strategies, 

their main features, and their classification, by distinguishing those which are oriented to 

acquire knowledge (learning strategies) from those intended to communicate (communicative 

strategies). As learning strategies are actions developed by learners to make the learning 

process easier and enjoyable, they are conscious actions chosen by them and play an active 

role in the learning process. Furthermore, the strategies may affect learning both directly and 

indirectly and contribute to the main goal of communicative competence.  

Key words: communicative competence, strategic competence, learning strategies, 

communicative strategies, direct strategies, indirect strategies. 

 

 

 

Resumen. Partiendo del concepto de competencia comunicativa y, particularmente, de la 

competencia estratégica, el objetivo principal de este proyecto es explicar las diferentes 

estrategias usadas por los alumnos en la adquisición de una lengua extranjera, ofreciendo una 

visión general de los tipos de estrategias, sus características principales y su clasificación, 

dependiendo de si son usadas en el proceso de aprendizaje de la lengua (estrategias de 

aprendizaje) o a la hora de comunicarse en la lengua adquirida (estrategias comunicativas). 

Puesto que las estrategias de aprendizaje son acciones llevadas a cabo por los estudiantes con 

el objetivo que hacer más fácil y entretenido el proceso de aprendizaje, estas estrategias son 

operaciones conscientes y seleccionadas por los alumnos, y juegan un papel activo en la 

adquisición de la lengua. Además, dichas estrategias pueden afectar bien directa o 

indirectamente al proceso de aprendizaje, así como contribuir al fin principal del mismo: la 

competencia comunicativa. 

Palabras clave: competencia comunicativa, estrategias comunicativas, estrategias de 

aprendizaje, estrategias directas, estrategias indirectas. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

When we talk about strategies used in the acquisition of a foreign language, we are making 

reference to the stratagems learners use to learn something in that language; in other words, 

what they do in order to learn irregular verbs in English, for example. Moreover, it may also 

refer to the plans the teachers employ to make students learn something. 

In this sense, I consider the different strategies that learners use in language 

acquisition as well as the ones used by teachers interesting. Some of the subjects in the 

Degree related to Didactics and Applied Linguistics made me aware of these strategies; 

particularly, the subject Materiales y Recursos para la Enseñanza del Inglés and my practical 

training period in the Centro de Estudios Avanzados en Lenguas Modernas (CEALM), where 

I had to run some lessons and I bore in mind the student’s perspective when preparing them. I 

believe that if teachers know the different learning strategies used by the students, they may 

help their students in the process of learning. Thus, this project will be aimed at explaining 

different strategies in the learning process, focussing on the learner’s perspective.  

Therefore, by means of this project I would like to offer a complete picture of how 

learners usually learn and how they solve learning problems, and also how teachers proceed. 

Thanks to this, as a future teacher, I will be able to move my teaching toward students’ 

necessities, trying to help them as much as possible in the process of learning and making 

them succeed.  

For this purpose, a bibliographical review together with a practical approach have 

been done in order to offer a complete image of strategies utilized in the acquisition of a 

foreign language. Moreover, the project is divided into several main chapters, starting with 

this Introduction (chapter 1). Chapter 2 sets strategies in context within the learning process, 

moving from the concept of communicative competence to strategic competence. Then, 

chapter 3 concentrates on strategies in second language acquisition, defining them and 

explaining their different types. Thus, on the one hand, chapter 4 develops learning strategies 

in detail, distinguishing between direct and indirect strategies, classifying them and giving 

some examples. On the other hand, chapter 5 describes communicative strategies dividing 

them into reduction strategies and achievement strategies, which expand the message 

reformulating it. Furthermore, chapter 6 illustrates several strategies mentioned throughout 

the previous chapters by means of a textbook used in Secondary Education. Chapter 7 collects 

the conclusions drawn in the different chapters of the project and chapter 8 lists the different 

references used. Finally, chapter 9 contains the annexes related to the practical application 

(chapter 6) and those required for this project.  
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2. COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE 

 

In the 21
st
 century, within a global world in which we are all connected, it is important to 

speak more than one language; since people all over the world do not speak the same 

language, it is not enough to know just one’s mother tongue. People learn foreign languages 

for different purposes: travelling, getting a better job, surfing on Internet, meeting new people, 

etc; all those reasons with communication as a common end.  Thus, the main goal in language 

learning is communication, that is, language acquisition is aimed at developing 

communicative competence in the new language.  

In language learning, Chomsky (1957) distinguishes between competence and 

performance, in other words, the knowledge students have about the language and how they 

put that knowledge into practice. Chomsky understands by linguistic competence the student’s 

knowledge of the language system considering its internal structure and mechanical aspects; 

while by linguistic performance he means the utilization of the language in real life situations, 

where emissary and receiver interchange messages encoding and decoding the language (cf. 

Pérez, 1996: 315). Knowing this, it is worth noticing that both linguistic competence and 

linguistic performance may not be at the same level sometimes. For instance, it might be the 

case that students have a lot of knowledge of vocabulary related to cooking (action verbs, 

ingredients, tools for cooking, and so on); nevertheless, they fail when the teacher asks them 

to explain the rest of the class how they make a carrot cake.   

Bachman (1990: 81) regards these two concepts, competence and performance, as 

essential elements for communication to occur; stating that “the ability to use language 

communicatively involves both knowledge of the language, and the capacity for 

implementing, or using this competence”. Thus, communicative competence is a concept that 

refers either to spoken or written language, and that involves a dynamic process within a 

specific context where learners perform their competences of the language acquired 

interchanging messages and reaching an agreement by means of negotiation (summarized 

from Pérez, 1996: 316-319). Bearing this definition in mind, Canale and Swain (1980) and 

Canale (1983) note that communicative competence entails four subcompetences, to wit, 

linguistic, discursive, strategic, and sociolinguistic competence (see Bueno, 1996: 347). 

Nonetheless, Bachman (1990: 81-100) subdivides communicative competence into three main 

competences: linguistic competence, strategic competence and psychomotor skills. In 

linguistic competence he includes all the aspect related to language system and its structure 

(language components, arrange the message in texts creating a coherent and cohesive 
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discourse, pragmatics, etc); with strategic competence he tries to compensate the deficit in 

language learning and, finally, psychomotor skills involve social interactions and the 

knowledge of the language culture (adapted from Bachman, 1990: 81-100). 

Therefore, communicative competence is the result of the interaction of its 

subcompetences; in this sense, it would be meaningful to define each of them briefly in the 

following lines. For this purpose, Canale and Swain’s (1980) subcompetences have been 

chosen, incorporating the concept of pragmatic competence that Bachman (1990) offers and 

that seems not to be considered in Canale and Swain’s taxonomy.  

Linguistic competence, also known as grammatical competence, involves the three 

components of the language (grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation). This competence aids 

learners to choose the appropriate items to use the language adequately, in other words, 

students select the words or structures they consider correct. Once learners masters grammar, 

vocabulary, and pronunciation, they will be fluent in the new language (see Pérez, 1996: 317-

320). 

Concerning discursive competence, all students know that it is necessary to put 

language in context producing coherent and cohesive discourse. In order to get a cohesive and 

coherent discourse, the three components of the language must be combined. Additionally, a 

distinction may be made between oral discourse and written discourse, since the factors 

affecting them are not the same; for example, interruptions, silences or repetitions take place 

in a oral discourse because of its immediacy and spontaneity characteristics (adapted from 

Trujillo and Ortega, 2005: 515-520). 

Another subcompetence, which will be developed in detail throughout this project, is 

strategic competence, which is centred on the learning process and helps learners to plan 

knowledge, acquire it in a easy way, practice the language and assess it in an autonomous way 

making learners play a more active role in the learning process (Bueno, 2013: 32). 

Sociolinguistic competence embraces, at the same time, sociolinguistic, sociocultural 

and intercultural competences. Sociolinguistic competence sees language as a social means to 

interact with other people by means of different speech acts (persuading, ordering, describing, 

narrating...); so it develops the relations between learners setting the language in a particular 

context with particular goals. Furthermore, it helps students work with different registers and 

varieties of the foreign language. The other competence, the sociocultural one, regards culture 

as a part of language learning. So, apart from studying the internal system of the language, 

students may learn the language culture too; from general issues such as historic or political 

matters to everyday life situations (timetables, values, unspoken rules of conduct and so on). 
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At the same time, while learning a new culture, it is unavoidable to compare the new culture 

with that of the students, giving, as a result, a third competence named intercultural 

competence (summarized from Méndez and Bueno, 2005: 472-475).   

Furthermore, paying attention to Bachman’s (1990: 89-90) classification of 

subcompetences, a fifth subcompetence could be consider too, pragmatic competence. This 

competence studies how sentences are used in context; in other terms, by means of pragmatics 

we can know if the sentence “I just love taking Maths exams!” has a sarcastic meaning and 

the person who states it hates Mathematics exams or, by contrast, the speaker or writer 

actually loves Mathematics exams.  

 

2.1. Strategic competence 

Through the terms competence and performance integrated in communicative competence 

and its subcompetences we arrive at the main point of our assignment: strategies in the 

learning of English as a foreign language. As defined above, strategic competence focuses on 

learning and communication processes and aids students to acquire, plan, practise and 

evaluate language knowledge, thus compensating the deficits of the foreign language. What is 

more, Bachman (1990: 84) claims that “strategic competence provides the means for relating 

language competencies to features of the context of situation in which language use takes 

place and to the language user’s knowledge structures”. 

Furthermore, thanks to strategies, students become more autonomous and active in the 

learning process, which entails a humanistic approach of the educational system and 

contributes to develop the individual as a whole. As Bueno (2013: 33) states, “está 

demostrado que el alumno que está familiarizado con las estrategias de aprendizaje 

generalmente aprende mejor que los que no hacen uso de ellas”. Thus, the next chapters of 

this project are intended to offer an overview of different strategies used in language learning 

in order to develop strategic competence and make learners aware of the importance of the 

use of strategies in the learning process.  

 

 

 

 



6 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

3. STRATEGIES IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

This chapter has the purpose of building up the concept of strategy by means of its definition, 

its types and its main features. 

 

3.1. Definition of the concept 

The original meaning of the word strategy, which comes from the ancient Greek term 

strategia, was related to military and made reference to the methods carried out to implement 

a plan of a military operation. However, through years, this term has generalized its meaning 

and nowadays it denotes the set of procedures developed in order to achieve something. 

Furthermore, the term has also acquired a new meaning in education, denoting the use of 

different stratagems in order to acquire knowledge easily and faster, under the name of 

learning strategies (cf. Schmeck, 1988: 5). 

Although strategies have been used for thousands of years, they were not a subject of 

study until its recent use in education, where they are becoming more and more broadly 

familiar. This tendency may be due to the fact that the educational system has undergone a 

change, where education is process-oriented rather than product-oriented nowadays. 

Therefore, instead of concentrating on the final product (behaviourism), current education 

tends to focus on the learning process and place the learner in the centre of that process 

(progressivism and cognitivism) (See Clark, 1987). 

The cognitive theory, carried out by Piaget and Brunner (1920), prepares the students 

for learning and claims that to learn something new it is necessary to connect it with previous 

knowledge; in this way, the learning process will be effective. When a new knowledge 

appears, there is a process of unbalance first, then there exist a procedure of accommodation 

of the new learning and, finally, the new knowledge is meaningful to the learner. Thus, to sum 

up, cognitivism posses the idea of learners constructing the meaning by linking it with 

previous experience in order to understand and assimilate it better, rather than just simply 

acquire knowledge (cf. Valcárcel, Coyle and Verdú, 1996: 83-85). 

Students carry out different strategies in order to improve their learning. In this sense, 

it may be said that strategies play an important role within the learning process because they 

activate as well as involve the student directly in that process. Moreover, it is important to 

highlight that they aid the student to learn, as Nisbet (1991: vii) notes, “the most important 

learning is learning to learn, the most important knowledge is self-knowledge”.  
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Dealing with strategies, it is essential to manage to select the adequate strategy as well 

as adapt it to learner necessities, since the use of adequate learning strategies may improve 

proficiency level as well as the learner’s self-confidence, among other perks. This justifies 

that, in the last few years, teachers are starting to introduce strategies workshops in their 

programmes in order to help students in their learning process, at the same time they make 

students more aware of the power of their own strategies (Oxford, 1990: 2).  

Additionally, strategies may work out differently between Foreign Language (FL) and 

Second Language (L2) acquisition. However, a distinction between them will not be done in 

this assignment as its aim is jut to offer a general overview of the different learning skills used 

by learners to acquire a new language. 

 

3.2. Types of strategies 

There exist different types of strategies. One the one hand, learning strategies are those used 

in the input stage, i.e. while the learning process is taking place. On the other hand, 

communicative strategies are related to output situations, that is, to communication as their 

name itself indicates (cf. Fonseca, 2005: 105). At the same time, both present varied 

taxonomies that will be developed in detail below when dealing with them individually. Even 

though this classification is appropriate and accepted by several authors, as the study and 

research or learning strategies is relatively a recent one, there is no complete agreement on its 

classification (other authors offer different ways of classifying them). In the same way, there 

is neither a crystal-clear definition of strategies nor an exact number of them. 

 

3.2.1. Learning strategies 

According to Tarone (1981: 289, in Bachman, 1990: 99) learning strategies are “an 

attempt to use one’s linguistic system efficiently and clearly, with a minimum of effort 

Tarone”. In this section this type of strategies will be developed providing a definition and 

their main features.  

 

3.2.1.1. Definition 

Learning strategies are defined by several authors, each one expressing the main sense and 

adding different nuances concerning with the choice, the automatism of execution, the role of 
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the learner and so on. For instance, they are defined as “operations employed by the learner to 

aid the acquisition, storage, retrieval, and use of information” (Rigney and Dansereau 1985). 

Nevertheless, it is worth to include in this definition the active role of the learner by choosing 

the strategy in order to “make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self – directed, 

more effective, and more transferrable to new situations” (Oxford, 1990: 8). 

Personally, I would define learning strategies as actions carried out by students to 

accomplish the different tasks in the learning process throughout the association of previous 

knowledge and autonomous work, using different tactics in order to be successful in the use 

of the language. Besides, they are also called learning skills, thinking skills, problem-solving 

skills or learning-to-learn skills (summarized from Valcárcel, Coyle and Verdú, 1996; 

O’Malley, 1993 and Oxford, 1990). 

These strategies are classified in different ways, depending on the author we consider. 

For example, Naiman et al. (1978, in O’Malley and Chamot, 1993: 4-5) classify learning 

strategies in five main types: “active task approach, realization of language as a system, 

realization of language as a means of communication and interaction, management of 

affective demands, and monitoring L2 performance”. By contrast, O’Malley and Chamot 

(1993: 46) divide learning strategies into metacognitive strategies, cognitive strategies and 

social/affective strategies.  In addition, Rubin (1981, in O’Malley and Chamot, 1993: 4-5) 

considers “strategies that directly affect learning” and “processes that contribute indirectly to 

learning”. Similar to Rubin’s taxonomy is the classification offered by Oxford (1990) and that 

is the one chosen for the development of this assignment (see section 3 in this project).  

 

3.2.1.2. Features 

In this section, the main features of learning strategies will be developed to make them more 

comprehensible in their use in education (adapted from Oxford, 1990: 8-13). 

a) Learning strategies allow learners to become more independent and autonomous, 

encouraging students to play an active role within the new language acquisition process.  

This is important since the teacher is not always there because the learner may use the 

language outside the classroom. So, learning strategies give ownership to students, which 

produces quite a positive stimulus in learning. 

b) Connected with the autonomous work of learners, they aid to expand the role of the 

teachers. Now, the teacher may also be able to help students selecting, conducting and 

training learning strategies to accomplish the sense of ownership when dealing with 
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acquiring knowledge (cf. Wenden, 1985). The teacher is no longer seen as the authority, 

but as a facilitator and a guide for the students. The teacher must be aware of the different 

necessities of the learners to provide them with the adequate material to fulfil their 

necessities.  

c) Thus, learning strategies can be taught by means of strategy training that helps the learner 

to be more aware of the strategy used, according to the required task, and stimulate its use. 

This is even more effective when students know why, when and how to use the different 

strategies available; the more training, the better use of strategies. Nevertheless, 

sometimes the training could be difficult because strategies are not always observable; 

teachers may not know how their students utilize strategies and make mental associations 

with the previous knowledge, as the human mind is not easy to decode.  

d) In this sense, strategies are regarded as conscious procedures, i.e., learners employ them 

intentionally. Authors such as Rabionwitz and Chi (1987), for example, note that in order 

to have the “strategic” property, strategies themselves should be conscious; if not, they 

will no longer be strategies since they are automatic actions. Therefore, “instruction is not 

transformed directly into output, but that individuals build up their knowledge actively 

and meaningfully through the activation of mental processes” (Valcárcel, Coyle and 

Verdú, 1995: 86). Nonetheless, it is worth mentioning that, with practice, they become 

automated. 

e) As strategies are employed consciously, they are selected by the learner; in order words, it 

is the learner who chose the specific tactics implemented. From this perspective, the 

learning process occurs just when the learner take part in it in an active way. Likewise, 

Oxford (1900: 13) states that “there is a great deal of individuality in the way learners 

choose, combine, and sequence strategies”, although, by contrast, it may be the case that 

the strategy can be knowable, such as the scanning and skimming strategies when dealing 

with a reading activity.  

f) According to Weinstein and Mayer (1986: 315, in O’Malley, 1993: 43), “learning 

strategies have learning facilitation as a goal and are intentional on the part of the learner”. 

So, learning strategies are intentional, selected by the learner and problem-oriented. That 

is, they are utilized in order to solve a problem, which in this case is the learning a new 

language, and make it easier by employing different tactics such as memorization, 

association, images, and so on.  

g) Another feature of the strategies employed in the learning process is that several factors 

such as age, sex, personality, motivation level, learning style, task requirement or 
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nationality, among others, affect in the choice of a particular strategy. Furthermore, they 

not just involve the cognitive aspect of students, but also others such as the metacognitive 

one (planning, evaluation), the affective one (students’ emotions) or the social one.  

h) Moreover, strategies support learning either directly or indirectly; i.e, some strategies 

affect learning and the main subject matter in a direct way, while other strategies 

contribute to learning indirectly by taking into account the emotions, the planning or the 

interaction of students, for instance. This feature will be developed in more detail below 

when dealing with the classification of learning strategies. 

i) Finally, learning strategies contribute to the main goal in language acquisition, which is 

communicative competence (see section 2 in this Project).  Communication is the aim of 

language learning so, by means of putting into practice the different learning strategies to 

accomplish the task and acquire knowledge, communicative competence will be 

developed as well.  

 

3.2.2. Communicative strategies 

Tarone (1981: 288, in Bachman, 1990: 98-99) defines communicative strategies as “the 

mutual attempt by two interlocutors to agree on a meaning in situations where the requisite 

meaning structures do not seem to be shared”. In the following two sections the definition and 

features of communicative strategies will be presented. 

 

3.2.2.1. Definition 

Faerch and Kasper (1983: 36, in García and Bruton, 2005: 455) define communication 

strategies as “potentially conscious plans for solving what an individual presents itself as a 

problem in reaching a particular communicative goal”. In the same way that learning 

strategies help students to acquire knowledge, communicative strategies deal with 

communication problems, i.e. they aid students to create effective conversations in the foreign 

language. These strategies concentrate on message production, allowing the learner to 

formulate accurate messages according to the given situation; especially they pay attention to 

meaning negotiation. In fact, O’Malley and Chamot (1993: 43) state that “communication 

strategies are particularly important in negotiating meaning where either linguistic structures 
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or sociolinguistic rules are not shared between a second language learner and a speaker of the 

target language”.  

Communicative strategies may involve mime, message abandonments, approximations, 

or circumlocution, for instance. Using these techniques students will be more fluent in the 

foreign language as they aid to master a proficiency level; what is more, native speakers also 

use them. Therefore, as well as learning strategies, they should be introduced in language 

lessons in order to make students aware of them. 

 

3.2.2.2. Features 

Communicative strategies share most of the characteristics of learning strategies; they are 

conscious procedures chosen by learners that can be taught, which give independence and 

autonomy to them and expand the role of the teacher. Moreover, they are also problem-

oriented considering communication as their main goal.  

Apart from these features, it may be said that communicative strategies are rather 

short-term solutions as they are aimed at solving communicative problems. While techniques 

related to planning, memorization, evaluation, self-esteem, anxiety, and so on, require a 

longer process; communicative strategies are applied to produce a message just at the same 

moment the problem has appeared, which avoids successful communication.  

Finally, they may involve communication, that is, they are used in communicative 

activities or real-life situations.  An activity is communicative if addresser and addressee 

interact with unpredictable information in a particular context using authentic language. 

Furthermore, the activity should imply the interchange of information, which contains an 

information gap, where each participant must add some information and concentrate on 

content and fluency rather than accuracy (adapted from Méndez and Bueno, 2005: 485). 
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4. LEARNING STRATEGIES 

In this chapter learning strategies, which are used while the learning process is taking place, 

are classified into two main groups: direct strategies and indirect strategies (see Table 1 in 

chapter 9). On the one hand, direct strategies are connected with direct learning and the use of 

the subject matter, which is the acquisition of a foreign language in this case. On the other 

hand, indirect strategies are those that contribute to learning indirectly. Both direct and 

indirect strategies are equally important, and sustain and connect with each other, in other 

words, all the strategies support and interact mutually (see Oxford, 1990: 12). 

 Throughout the following sections, direct strategies as well as indirect ones will be 

developed in detail with a definition, the different specific strategies in each group and 

examples to illustrate them.  

 

 

4.1. Direct strategies 

As mentioned above, direct strategies are applied directly to the new language and they 

involve the repetition of particular language items, memorization, working with grammar 

rules or guessing the meaning of words, for example. Therefore, their utilization requires the 

mental processes in the learning of the foreign language. According to their way of processing 

the language and their goals, direct strategies are divided into memory strategies, cognitive 

strategies and compensation strategies (Oxford, 1990: 37).  

 

 

4.1.1. Memory strategies 

For thousands of years, memory strategies, also named mnemonics, have been employed. 

Nowadays, memory strategies are considered powerful tools and everybody uses them. The 

method of loci, for instance, illustrates a memorization technique: learners imagine a familiar 

path and set there the things they want to memorize and during the “walk” through that path 

they memorize the objects, words or whatever they want to (cf. Anderson, 1985).  

Madrid (2000) differentiates between short-term and long-term memory, 

understanding by short-term memory the things memorized in a period of time relatively 

remote and by long-term memory the things that are stored in our memory for long periods of 

time such as the experiences we had during our infancy, for example. Therefore, when things 

are assimilated in the short-term memory, they are transferred immediately to the long-term 
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memory; while the things that we have not been able to assimilate in our short-term memory 

are forgotten (summarized from Madrid, 2000: <http://goo.gl/rq0C3c>)).  

Memory strategies may imply mental associations in order to memorize new devices 

by linking them with meaningful things to the learner. For example, new vocabulary 

acquisition normally involves pairing different devices. Thus, mental linkages are made by 

means of grouping the words paying attention to the topic, its practical functions, its 

oppositions and so on; placing them into a context, or relating or associating them to other 

concepts already learned (see O’Malley and Chamot, 1993: 26). For instance, if students want 

to learn the meaning of the word “disgusting” and use it, taking into account that it means that 

something is unpleasant, they can associate the word with things they consider disgusting. In 

addition, learners can employ images and sounds to acquire the new language by means of 

pictures, semantic mappings, puns, rhymes, keywords and so on. Other elements such as 

mechanical techniques or physical responses aid memorization too. For instance, acting out a 

new expression like “Close the window” or associating the word to a particular sensation 

(“Close the window” may suggest cold weather, for example). Additionally, mechanical 

techniques such as writing the new vocabulary or language devices on cards are quite 

effective too; in fact, this is quite useful as learners can bring the cards with them all the time 

and review them whenever and wherever they want to (adapted from Oxford, 1990: 38-42). 

Finally, an important factor of memorizing is review. It is not enough to look at the 

new language elements once, but doing it frequently in and spiralling way. In other words, 

revise it periodically (one hour later, three days later, a week later...) until reaching what 

Oxford calls (1990: 42) overlearning, i.e., make the concept as familiar as it becomes natural 

and automatic. A good way to memorize items is the utilization of flashcards as explained 

above.  

 

 

4.1.2. Cognitive strategies 

The most well-liked strategies used by learners are cognitive strategies since they imply the 

manipulation and transformation of the new language acquired. As O’Malley (1993: 44) 

defines them, cognitive strategies “operate directly on incoming information, manipulating it 

in ways that enhance learning”. 

One of the cognitive strategies is practising and it constitutes one of the most 

important strategies; nevertheless, learners are not always aware of its importance. Classroom 

http://goo.gl/rq0C3c
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practice is not always enough because not all the students normally participate in class and 

because there may be students that, even participating a lot during lessons, need further 

practice because their level requires it. Weden and Rubin (1987: 47) distinguish between 

spaced practice, noticing that shorter and frequent practice is preferred, and real-life practice, 

where language items are put in a given context. In order to practise, learners may utilize the 

tactic of thinking the word in the new language, on the basis of the object they are seeing or 

using at that moment, or the thing they are doing. For example, if the learning is at home 

doing the laundry, the tools used for that action as well as the clothes to wash can be recalled 

to the mind of the students in the foreign language. Which is more, if the learner repeats the 

process from time to time and relates it with other actions or things, the practice of the 

language will be assured.   

Interaction through receiving and sending messages is also a good way to acquire the 

language. Either oral or written this strategy may create real situations for the learner (asking 

for directions, personal information, talking about their hobbies, etc) where the learner will 

need specific information. Learners can train themselves in this technique on their way to the 

school or at home, asking their partners how to get to the school or their houses, and giving 

directions at the same time they walk. In addition, skimming and scanning for specific 

information in a newspaper or magazine, for example, are other possible techniques. 

Additionally, in order to understand the meaning of a word or expression and 

reasoning about the language and its structure, analyzing and reasoning techniques are quite 

useful. Within these strategies, techniques such as translating and transferring from one 

language to another, analyzing certain expressions or deducting how the language works may 

be employed. Nonetheless, students must be careful when translating from one language to 

another, since it does not always work and negative transferences may lead into mistakes and 

misunderstandings (cf. Oxford, 1990: 46). 

 

 

4.1.3. Compensation strategies 

Within the new language acquisition process, learners may face certain situations such as not 

knowing the meaning of a specific word or producing particular sentences or structures in the 

new languages because of their limited knowledge of the new language. Consequently, when 

the knowledge of the language is limited, compensation strategies are developed in order to 

fill that gap in the information.  



16 
 

On the one hand, all foreign language learners have faced an unknown word either in a 

written text or in an oral conversation. This is a frequent problem in language acquisition; the 

more advanced the learner, the few unknown items the student will face. In this situation, 

most of the students tend to panic and block out, especially when they are being tested. In 

order to overcome this situation, students try to guess the meaning of the word considering 

either linguistic clues or others, as Oxford suggests (1990: 49-50). Taking a look at the 

vocabulary and grammar are useful linguistic clues, as well as paying attention to the context, 

the situation or the structure of the text.  

On the other hand, students may also not know a word when producing a message in 

the foreign language and, as occurs with guessing, students can compensate language 

production by paraphrasing the message, using gestures and pointing out, or using synonyms, 

for instance (summarized form Oxford, 1990: 48-50). 

 

 

 

4.2. Indirect strategies 

Indirect strategies are those techniques that help in the learning process indirectly, as 

explained above. Strategies related to learners’ emotions, social interaction with other learners 

or the planning and evaluation of the learning process are included in this group. Indirect 

strategies are divided into three main subgroups that will be explained in detail in the 

following sections: metacognitive strategies, affective strategies and social strategies (cf. 

Fonseca, 2005: 105; and Oxford, 1990: 135). 

 

 

4.2.1. Metacognitive strategies 

This kind of strategies is really important for language acquisition to succeed because they 

maintain the learner focused on the main content and avoid oppression due to the large 

amount of information in the new language. Oxford (1990: 136) defines metacognitive 

strategies as “actions which go beyond purely cognitive devices, and which provide a way for 

learners to coordinate their own learning process”.  

Metacognitive strategies involve three types of strategies: centring your learning, 

arranging and planning your learning, and evaluating your learning. Thus, the learning 

process will be more efficient if students know how to organize themselves and set and plan 
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their own goals and objectives. Additionally, these strategies motivate the learner to practise 

the new language as much as possible. In order to arrange and organize the learning process, 

there are six types of specific strategies learners can employ described below (adapted from 

Oxford, 1990: 139). 

a) Finding out about language learning, that is, trying to understand how the new 

language works. 

b) Organizing yourself by following a language notebook, making a schedule or taking 

into account the external environment, as the space or sound for example.  

c) Setting either long-term or short-terms goals and objectives and accomplish those 

aims. 

d) Identifying the purpose of a language task in order to carry out the task properly. 

e) Planning for language task bearing in mind the elements and functions needed. 

Oxford (1990: 139) explains this as a four step process: “describing the task or 

situation, determining its requirements, checking one’s own linguistic resources, and 

determining additional language elements or functions necessary for the task or 

situation”. 

f) Seeking practice opportunities to put in to practice the language acquired within 

realistic situations. This can also be carried out by thinking in the new language. 

Furthermore, the use of evaluating metacognitive strategies aids the students to deal with their 

errors, trying to make them learn from them; as well as assessing them in a more 

communicative way rather than a rule-based evaluation. 

Unluckily, students do not use those strategies as frequently as they should and, if they 

do, they are not aware of their importance; they just employ them in order to plan their 

learning and very few learners make use of self-evaluation techniques. 

 

4.2.2. Affective strategies 

 

Good learners normally know how to control their feelings or emotions about the learning 

process. While positive thoughts may show a more receptive attitude toward language 

learning, making the learning process easier and more enjoyable; negative emotions may have 

the contrary effect, inhibiting the new language acquisition. In fact, Oxford (1990: 140) 

claims that “the affective side of the learner is probably one of the very biggest influences on 

language learning success or failure”. In this sense, teachers play an important role as they 
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might influence students’ emotions manipulating them by giving students more responsibility, 

increasing communication among them and training this type of strategies.  

The main factor of this type of strategy is self-confidence. If learner’s self-esteem is 

low, it can be easily detected by observing the student’s attitude and behaviour toward the 

new language. Moreover, Gardner, Lalonde, Moorcroft, and Evers (1985) have found that the 

combination of attitude and motivation influences the maintaining or losing of language skill 

strongly once the learning process has finished. Making positive statements, rewarding 

yourself and pushing yourself to take risk is a good way to encourage yourself, something 

frequently forgotten by students; as a matter of fact, self-encouragement can be even more 

powerful than support from other people. In addition, the fact of knowing one’s feelings about 

the new language and learning to control them helps language acquisition, keeping away 

negative emotions, for instance. In order to learn to control those feelings, there exist four 

techniques: listening to your body, using a checklist, writing a language learning diary and 

discussing your feelings with someone else.  

Anxiety is another element in affective strategies. In the same way that a bit of anxiety 

could help the students to reach their goals, too much anxiety obstructs the learning process. 

An excess of anxiety creates worries, frustrations, doubts, insecurities, and fears in the learner. 

Thus, employing the adequate strategies, the students can learn how to control their anxiety 

and overcome the possible problems this creates. For this purpose, the use of progressive 

relaxation, deep breathing or meditation contributes to relaxing the body and the mind, as well 

as the use of music or laugh (adapted from Oxford, 1990: 140-141).  

Unluckily, several studies have revealed that these strategies are not normally used 

among learners. As a study carried out by Chamot et al. (1987) illustrated, just 1 learner in 

every 20 uses this type of strategies.  

 

 

 

4.2.3. Social strategies 

The main purpose of language learning is communication and this implies social interaction, 

i.e., contact with other people. This helps learners in two senses; they produce a wide amount 

of “input” in the language, and provide a feedback about the student’s skills. In addition, this 

cooperation among learners encourages group spirit and eliminates the competition between 

students.  
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Among the positive effects of social strategies in language learning, the following ones 

are found: higher self-esteem, students enjoy the learning process more, increasing of altruism 

and mutual concern, stronger motivation, more language practice and error feedback, better 

use of language functions, and encouragement of empathy.  

Social strategies are divided into three sets: asking questions, cooperating with others 

and empathizing with others. Concerning asking questions, the learner can either ask for 

clarification and verification or ask for correction; in both cases, the students get benefit from 

the questions, which may be asked to teachers, native speakers or to proficient students. 

Furthermore, by interacting and cooperating with other people the student improves the four 

language skills. The learner can cooperate with other fellows or with proficient users. The 

interaction with other partners usually takes place in class; by contrast, the relation with 

proficient users occurs outside the classroom. Finally, through the development of cultural 

understanding, that is, “trying to empathize with another person through learning about the 

culture, and trying to understand the other person’s relation to that culture” (Oxford, 1990: 

147); and by becoming aware of other’s thoughts and feelings, learners will increase their 

empathy. 
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5. COMMUNICATIVE STRATEGIES 

When we speak a foreign language, we do not always know the word that names a specific 

item or it may be the case that we do not remember it. The level of proficiency the learner has 

does not matter, we all have faced this type of situation more than once, for sure; in fact, even 

native speakers experience this. In this context we find the other type of strategies, 

communicative strategies, which will help learners to convey a message overcoming the 

possible problems that may appear during the conversation. 

As occurs with learning strategies, there are several ways to classify communicative 

strategies. For this project, I have chosen the classification in two main groups of 

communicative strategies offered by García and Bruton (2005: 455-456) that will be 

explained in this chapter, supported by the classification of other authors, and illustrated with 

some examples (see Table 2 in chapter 9).  

 

 

5.1. Reduction strategies 

By using this type of strategy the learner will solve the problem by reducing the message and 

eliminating the problematic words or structures. In this way, students can consider either 

reducing the language paying attention to its form or to its function.  

Considering the form of the language, learners can avoid difficult pronunciation or 

complicated syntactic constructions, for instance. A good example for this could be the 

English passive that takes the indirect object as the subject of the passive, and which is 

complicated for Spanish speakers since it does not exist in Spanish. Therefore, “I was given a 

car for my birthday” is normally avoided by Spanish speakers because it sounds weird to them. 

This process is called formal reduction strategy.  

Paying attention to function, that is, the topic or issue of the messages, learners tend to 

get away from the topics they are not familiarized with, which is the case of the topic 

avoidance and message abandonment techniques; thus, they use functional reduction 

strategies. For example, if learners are not accustomed to speaking about diseases, hospitals 

and issues related to them, they will avoid the topic or they will just leave the message 

without finishing it (summarized from García and Bruton, 2005: 456). 

Although these strategies may help students on some occasions to solve particular 

problems, they are not so useful in the long term because they will not allow learners to deal 

with new vocabulary or topics if they always skip them.  
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5.2. Achievement strategies  

Other ways to overcome communicative problems are achievement strategies, which expand 

the message trying to reformulate it by means of loanwords, code switching or paraphrasing 

among others. Instead of avoiding communication breakdowns as reduction strategies do, 

these strategies search for communicating information by negotiating or manipulating the 

message.  

Achievement strategies, classified by Johnstone (1989: 71, in Fonseca 2005: 108), are 

code-switching and gesticulation, generalization, paraphrase, literal translation, use of 

loanwords, among others. Learners normally compensate the lack of vocabulary with gestures 

or simply by pointing out what they want, as babies do when they want something. However, 

they can also use a general concept to transmit a message; for example, let us consider a 

person who is afraid of pigeons but does not know the word “pigeon” in English, so this 

person will use the general word “bird” and will explain it. Additionally, students may use 

loanwords or terms in their mother tongue to communicate. 

Moreover, another type of achievement strategies is interactional strategies, which 

imply the interaction of the speaker with the listener asking for help, clarification, repletion or 

expressing non-understanding as Dörnyei (2001: 96-97, in Fonseca 2005: 107) explains. Thus, 

the use of structures as “Could you repeat please?”, “I don’t understand, could you explain it 

with other words?”, “Could you tell me the meaning of that word”, for instance, are types of 

interactional strategies.  
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6. PRACTICAL APPLICATION 

As mentioned above, strategies are becoming more and more important in the learning 

process and, since it is proved that learners aware of strategies make learning more successful 

and enjoyable, teachers are trying to incorporate strategies workshops in their lessons. An 

instance of this may be found in some textbooks, which include strategies to help students in 

the acquisition of a foreign language. Therefore, this chapter is intended to illustrate some of 

the strategies described throughout this project by using a textbook, particularly an English 

textbook for Spanish speakers in Secondary School. The textbook selected for this purpose is 

Bridges for Bachillerato 2 because I used it in Secondary Education and it taught me, or better 

said it introduced to me, some of the strategies I use now.  

This textbook includes six units and each one deals with the three linguistic 

components (grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation) and the four communicative skills 

(reading, writing, listening and speaking) concerning different topics such as health, shopping, 

tourism or celebrations. Apart from these six units, it also contains several appendices which 

complement them. Taking into account language components, it contains a grammar 

appendix explaining the grammatical rules with examples; a wordlist, a preposition list and a 

list of phrasal verbs and irregular verbs. Considering communicative skills, it incorporates 

different appendices to aid students to train them towards the exam. In each of the six units 

there are two sections (Bridge to Literature and Bridge to the Environment) oriented to work 

with reading skills; while a writing guide teaches students to create different kinds of text 

following some tips. In addition, there is one section dedicated to practise speaking, including 

some tips to help students; in the same way that learners can also practise listening with a 

similar section. Finally, there is a section aimed at practising for exams as well as an exam 

strategies appendix, which is quite interesting for our topic. 

In the following sections of this chapter, most of the strategies explained in the 

different chapters above will be exemplified by means of Bridges for Bachillerato 2 in order 

to show the practical application of these strategies. Before starting to illustrate the different 

strategies, I would like to acknowledge Bridges for Bachillerato 2 for being a great help for 

the development of this chapter, thanks to it I have been able to exemplify almost all the 

strategies discussed throughout this project. What is more, considering the relatively recent 

tendency of teaching strategies for the acquisition of a foreign language, as mentioned above, 

this may be regarded as a good book given the fact that it includes a lot of them, it even 

incorporates several sections aimed at working with strategies.  
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6.1. Learning strategies 

Most of the strategies included in this textbook are learning strategies as shown below.  

 

 

6.1.1. Direct strategies 

Taking into account direct strategies, the different lists of vocabulary, prepositions, irregular 

verbs and phrasal verbs imply memorization techniques to learn all the items presented. In the 

same way, a looking back section at the end of each unit offers the student the possibility of 

reviewing the main contents of the units taught so far; as we can see on page 27 that reviews 

Units 1 and 2 (see Annex 9.2.1.). 

Moreover, images are utilized to help learners to acquire new vocabulary or language 

structures, such as idioms, by illustrating the meaning of the idiom with a picture. For 

example, exercise 7 on page 11 and exercise 6 on page 49 help the learner to figure out the 

meaning of the idioms “the weight of the world on his shoulder”, “worth her weight in gold” 

and “Mrs Jones wears the trousers in her house”, where the student will associate the image 

with the meaning of the idiom (see Annex 9.2.1.).  

Exercise 5 on page 5, for instance, allows practising the language structures related to 

“eating in a restaurant”, a topic that appears in exercise 4. By means of these structures in 

dialogues, students practise the language and at the same time they exchange messages where 

they can utilize some communicative strategies as well. Besides, scanning and skimming 

techniques are also used in the textbook through reading activities, where there is always at 

least one pre-reading activity asking learners to take a quick look at the text for specific 

information, as exercise 1 on page 6.  

In addition, translation techniques and comparison with the mother tongue strategy 

are also considered, especially in Grammar activities, as the translation requires on page 8 

where students should pay special attention to the verb tenses which appear in bold type. 

Connected to grammar, page 8 also invites students to go to the Grammar Appendix on page 

103; so they can check grammar rules while analyzing and reasoning about the language (see 

Annex 9.2.1.). It also deals with compensation strategies by giving tips to find synonyms 

(Williams and Baines, 2008: 27), which is very useful in oral communication too; in fact, it 

may be considered as a communicative technique as well.  
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6.1.2. Indirect strategies 

The textbook also aids students to plan and evaluate their learning process. Paying attention 

to writing production, for instance, the textbook guides learners showing them how to 

organize a composition, giving the students the main points they have to include, how to 

arrange them in the text and some language structures such as connectors and useful 

expressions; as we can see in exercise 5 on page 13. In fact, at the end of the textbook there is 

a “writing guide” (pages 134-135) where students are taught to compose different types of 

text; showing the content the composition may contain, the type of vocabulary, the 

arrangement of the ideas and the different steps to create a good written text. For example, on 

page 139, students are taught to write an opinion essay and on page 140 they can learn to 

write a formal letter (see Annex 9.2.2.). Furthermore, the looking back section explained 

above may also be valuable for self-evaluation. 

What is more, this textbook contains an appendix on pages 132 and 133 with exam 

strategies paying attention to typical exams questions such as true/false questions, multiple-

choice questions, open questions, sentence completion and rewriting sentences. In the same 

way, listening tips or techniques to perform listening activities are presented on page 90. 

Among these tips, looking for keywords strategies, or read the title to know about the topic, 

are explained. All these strategies might be considered as affective strategies because thanks 

to them learners can lower their anxiety and gain self-confidence facing them before the real 

exam or test (see Annex 9.2.2.). 

Social strategies are also regarded since some exercises are meant to be done in pairs 

of groups. Pair/group activities enable students to work in group, helping each other and 

learning from their classmates through the cooperation and interaction of the group members, 

at the same time that they establish social relations between them. For example, exercise 1 on 

page 56 requires students to interact with their partners in order to talk about the different 

pictures of the page. Additionally, this type of activities might lower student’s anxiety too 

(included in Annex 9.2.2.). 

 

 

6.2. Communicative strategies 

Moving to communicative strategies, several strategies mentioned above might be included 

here, such as the section dedicated to finding synonyms, the use of the translation into the 

mother tongue and comparison between both languages, and the exchanging of messages 
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technique by using some given structures that help speakers to communicate (cf. sections 

6.1.1. and 6.1.2.). 

Furthermore, this textbook offers some tips to work with speaking as well as useful 

expressions to help communication between speakers. Some examples of this technique 

appear in exercise 4 on page 14, in exercise 4 on page 26, and in exercise 4 on page 40 

(included in section 9.2.3. in chapter 9).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



27 
 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

To go over the main points, considering the concepts of competence and performance by 

Chomsky we arrive at the concept of communicative competence, since the main goal of 

language learning is communication. For communicative competence success, some other 

subcompetences must interact among them to achieve communication; that is, the integration 

of linguistic, discursive, strategic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic competence allows accurate 

communication in the foreign language. In this way, we consider strategic competence and 

the different strategies utilized in foreign language acquisition. Strategies (from the Greek 

term strategia) make the learning process easier and pleasant for students by means of 

different techniques that allow learners take part in the learning process and give them a sense 

of ownership. Among strategies, two major types are distinguished: learning strategies and 

communicative strategies. 

On the one hand, learning strategies are used to acquire knowledge in the foreign 

language, so they are related to input items. Paying attention to whether they affect learning 

process directly or indirectly, they are subdivided into direct strategies and indirect strategies. 

Direct strategies consider memorization of language items, the practice and mental 

processing of language and some compensation techniques, among others. By contrast, 

indirect strategies deal with social interaction using the foreign language, the motivation or 

anxiety of the students or self-evaluation, for instance. 

On the other hand, communicative strategies are intended to solve communication 

problems in order to produce an accurate message in a particular conversation and context. 

Therefore, learners may use reduction strategies, avoiding language structures or topics they 

do not know or they are not familiarized with; or achievement strategies, which expand the 

manipulation of the information by means of paraphrasing, code switching, loanwords and so 

on.  

Furthermore, given their importance in the learning process, strategies are becoming 

more and more important in English lessons where teachers make workshops to teach them to 

students, and their presence is starting to be popular in textbooks, as shown in the practical 

application. Textbooks may offer a wide variety of strategies, particularly learning strategies 

that students and teachers can take into account when dealing with this type of material. 

Before starting this project, as a student, I was just aware of several direct learning 

strategies such as compensation strategies, memorization, planning, mapping and so on. 

Thanks to this project I have learnt more about learning strategies and their useful utilization 
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during the language learning process. I can distinguish now between learning strategies and 

communicative strategies and, in addition, I am starting to bear in mind indirect strategies, 

which I have noticed to be as important as direct strategies, although, unfortunately, few 

learners paying attention to them. Therefore, writing this project has been useful for me since, 

from my point of view as a student, now I know a wide variety of learning strategies to put 

into practice in learning acquisition; and from the perspective of a future teacher, I may help 

my students to know about all these strategies including them in my lessons. In the same way, 

this might help other students and teachers.  

Besides, this topic leads to further lines of research such as the study of teaching 

strategies, that is, the strategies used by teachers in the teaching of a foreign language; or the 

comparison of both learning and teaching strategies. Likewise, they may be analysed paying 

attention to their practical applications, studying the different learning strategies students use 

when learning and the strategies utilized by teachers in lessons; and comparing the theory 

with the actual use of strategies.  
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9. ANNEXES 

9.1. A taxonomy of strategies 

 

Table 1. Oxford’s (1990: 16) taxonomy for language learning strategies. 

 

 

Table 2. A taxonomy of communicative strategies (García and Bruton, 2005: 456; Johnstone, 

1989: 71; and Dörnyei, 2001: 96-97). 
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9.2. Bridges for Bachillerato 2 pages illustrating the techniques presented in chapter 6 

 

 

Image 1. Bridges for Bachillerato 2 cover (2008). 
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Image 2. Table of contents of the textbook (Williams and Baines, 2008). 
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9.2.1. Direct strategies 

 Lists for memorization strategies (Williams and Baines, 2008: 120-131). 
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 Revision strategies (Williams and Baines, 2008: 27). 
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 Use of images technique. Exercise 7, page 11, and exercise 6, page 49 (Williams and 

Baines, 2008). 
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 Practising strategies: receiving and sending messages (exercise 5, page 5) and skimming 

and scanning (exercise 1, page 6), (Williams and Baines, 2008). 
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 Translation, comparison and analyzing and reasoning techniques (Williams and Baines, 

2008: 8, 103). 
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9.2.2. Indirect strategies 

 Planning techniques (Williams and Baines, 2008: 134-135, 139-140). 
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 Lowering anxiety and gaining self-confidence strategies: exam strategies (pages 132-

133) and listening tips (page 90), (Williams and Baines, 2008). 
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 Social strategies: group cooperation and interaction (Williams and Baines, 2008: 56). 
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9.2.3. Communicative strategies 

 Tips for oral communication: exercise 4, page 14; exercise 4, page 26; and exercise 4, 

page 40 (Williams and Baines, 2008). 
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