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ABSTRACT 

 

English is nowadays one of the most widely spoken languages around the world. Therefore, there 

are many contexts in which it is learnt, such as formal instruction and immersion. It appeared 

interesting to examine different learning contexts in order to compare how the students of each of 

them tackled the task of learning the language and what their thoughts were about language 

learning. Thus, this paper explores strategy use and beliefs about motivation, difficulty and 

aptitude of students from three different contexts (EFL, language specialists and immersion at 

school). Fifty-two people responded to a questionnaire based on SILL and BALLI posted online. 

However, this was a low number taking into account that three groups were to be analyzed. The 

results showed that the immersion and specialist groups were more motivated and the EFL learners 

found learning the language to be the hardest. However, cognitive strategies were the most 

employed by all groups. The EFL learners showed a preference for memory strategies, the 

immersion category for interactive strategies and the language specialists for metacognitive 

strategies. Thus, one can argue that context affects beliefs and strategies and promotes different 

relationships with the language. 

Keywords: Language learning strategies, language learning beliefs, language contexts, motivation, 

difficulty, EFL, immersion.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

English has become the lingua franca and it is learnt all over the world. Spain is no exception: you 

find English academies, English as a subject at school since primary education and even English 

schools! Some people decide to take a step further and continue these studies at university, where 

they become language specialists. However, how do students reach a good English level? Classes 

are not enough to acquire a foreign language, so what kind of strategies do they use to learn, to 

process and to practice the target language? Are they the same in all those learning contexts 

aforementioned? And what do they think about the learning process?   

 

The present study aims at exploring the language learning strategies and beliefs about motivation, 

difficulty and aptitude of English language learners coming from different language learning 

contexts. This is the area in which the entire project will be focusing on, since the aim is to discover 

whether groups of different EFL contexts differ in beliefs and strategy use.  

 

As a future teacher, it seemed interesting to examine different learning contexts and how each 

group approached the learning of the language. It was also a good opportunity to examine the 

learning issues students may experience, to investigate the English command of groups of different 

contexts and to look at motivation and its effects in language learning. The hypothesis of the 

current paper is that motivated students (that are likely to be the language-orientated students) use 

more strategies than the rest of the groups. Thus, strategies and beliefs differ according to context. 

 

The present study is divided into six main sections (excluding references and appendixes). The 

first part is the present introduction, in which a general idea of the topic is given. The second block, 

the theoretical and empirical background, informs about the field of strategies and beliefs to date 

in order to discuss the results of the current study in the last section. The third part includes the 

research questions that are object of study. The fourth part, the methodology, explains how data 

has been gathered and analyzed. In the results section, the findings of the study are examined. To 

finish, the project includes a section for discussion and conclusions about the findings as well as 

an appendix and all the references quoted throughout the project. 
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2. THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND 

 

In this section I will discuss the notions of language learning strategies, language learning beliefs 

and very briefly the contexts of English as a foreign language, since these are the factors that the 

present study will analyze. Later on, some empirical research studies will be presented, showing 

some results in the field of strategies and beliefs explored to date.  

2.1. Language Learning Strategies 

 

Ever since we are born we are exposed to language. During first language acquisition, there is little 

trouble and most people learn it successfully. But what about the foreign language? Not everyone 

succeeds at learning this one; there are always good and bad students. And “the poorer students 

may notice that the better students always have the right answer but they never discover why, they 

never find out what little ‘tricks’ lead the better students to the right answer” (Rubin, 1975, p. 42). 

 

As Rebecca Oxford (1990) explains, mnemonics and memory devices have been used since 

ancient times to help storytellers remember their lines and, throughout history, the best language 

students have used strategies, even though researches have formally discovered them and named 

them recently. Rubin (1975) commented second language success might be related with language 

learning ability, yet according to him success depends on three variables: aptitude, motivation and 

opportunity. Rubin (1975, p.43) defined strategies as “the techniques or devices which a learner 

may use to acquire knowledge”. Such definition was to be completed throughout the years. Oxford 

(1990, p.10-12), for instance, described them as “steps taken by students to enhance their own 

learning […] tools [and behaviours] for active, self-directed involvement which are essential for 

developing communicative competence”. Oxford (1990) states strategies make learning easier, 

faster, more enjoyable and more self-directed and it will help students use and process the target 

language (TL) and eventually progress in the foreign language (FL). Oxford (1990) concludes 

strategies result in improved proficiency and greater self-confidence. Cohen (2011, p.8) defined 

strategies as “thoughts and actions, consciously chosen and operationalized by language learners 

to assist […] [them and] enhance the learning or use of a second or foreign language, through the 

storage, retention, recall, and application of information about the language”. Yet Bialystok (1990) 
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pointed out it is difficult to distinguish whether strategies are conscious or unconscious and 

intentional or unintentional.  

According to Grass and Selinker (2001), strategizing is not confined to language learning and 

appears to be basic to human cognition. Learning strategies involve internal mental process 

(identifying, grouping words by their category, repetition, etc.), but they can involve physical 

actions as well. In fact, there have been different systems to classify language learning strategies. 

Admittedly, the most cited and known classification of language learning strategies to date is that 

of Oxford (1990) who developed the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) in order to 

measure the strategies used by learners of foreign language and the frequency of use. The SILL 

uses a five-point Likert-scale system ranging from 1 to 5 (1= never or almost never true of me and 

5= always or almost always true of me). This is the inventory used in the current paper to collect 

data about strategies, even though this study has simplified and modified the original system for 

easy understanding (to be discussed in the methodology section). Oxford learning strategies’ 

taxonomy distinguishes between direct and indirect strategies, and each type is divided into three 

groups.  

2.1.1. Direct strategies 

 

They are employed to work with the language in different tasks and situations; they involve 

directly the TL and conscious brain activity. This group includes:  

i. Memory strategies  

ii. Cognitive strategies 

iii. Compensation strategies 

Memory strategies 

They are used for remembering and processing new information; they help language learners to 

cope with the difficulty of learning endless lists of vocabulary, etc. According to Oxford (1990) 

they fall into four sets:  

i. Creating mental linkages (grouping words, associating, placing them into context) 

ii. Applying images and sounds (imaginary, semantic mapping, key words, sounds, etc.) 
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iii. Reviewing  

iv. Employing action (physical responses) 

Oxford (1990) reminds us that the first letters create the word CARE and she suggests taking care 

of our memory and our memory will take care of us too.  

Cognitive strategies 

According to Oxford (1990), they are essential for understanding and producing (both 

conversations and writings) in the new language. They are very varied: from translation to 

highlighting and summarizing. They are divided into four sets:  

i. Practicing (repeating, practicing, recombining words or structures that we already 

know, etc.) 

ii. Receiving and sending messages 

iii. Analyzing and reasoning (reasoning, translating, analyzing, etc.) 

iv. Creating structure for input and output (summarizing, highlighting, taking notes) 

The aid to remember the different sets is: PRAC, because cognitive strategies are PRAC-tical to 

learn the TL.  

Compensation strategies  

They are employed when we have knowledge gaps but wish to keep using the language. There are 

two sets of compensation strategies:  

i. Guessing intelligently (linguistic or other clues) 

ii. Overcoming limitations in speaking and writing (switching to the mother tongue, 

getting help, using gestures, avoiding communication, selecting the topic, adjusting the 

message, using synonyms, etc.) 

They create the word GO, to invite you to participate and go forward. 
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2.1.2 Indirect strategies 

 

These strategies help students to focus, plan, evaluate, control anxiety, increase cooperation and 

empathy. This strategy class includes:  

i. Metacognitive strategies 

ii. Affective strategies 

iii. Social strategies 

 

Metacognitive strategies 

They provide a way to coordinate the learner’s progress in the target language. They include 

organizing, setting goals and objectives, planning, seeking practice opportunities and evaluating 

the process. Oxford (1990) goes on saying they are essential to learn a FL, since many learners 

find too much “newness” (lists of vocabulary, rules, etc.) and get anxious while studying. 

Metacognitive strategies help them coordinate their study. They are divided into three sets:  

i. Centering the learning (paying attention, linking with known material, listening, etc.) 

ii. Arranging the learning (setting goals, seeing practice opportunities, etc.) 

iii. Planning (organizing) 

iv. Evaluating your learning (self-monitoring, self-evaluating) 

The aid to remember them is “CAPE”, because these strategies make learners more CAPE-able.  

Affective strategies  

Emotions (particularly self-esteem) affect language learning, so these strategies are important for 

regulating emotions. There are three sets:  

i. Lowering anxiety (relaxation, music, etc.) 

ii. Encouraging yourself (rewarding, taking risks, making positive statements) 

iii. Taking your emotional temperature (venting to someone, writing a diary, checklist)  

The initial letter of each of them creates the word LET, because affective strategies help language 

learners LET their hair down! (Oxford: 1990). 
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Social strategies 

Languages have got one aim: communication. That is why social strategies are important, because 

they involve talking, learning and practicing with other students. They result in cooperating, asking 

questions (thus, increasing knowledge) and receiving a larger amount of authentic input! They are 

divided into three sets:  

i. Asking questions (clarification or correction) 

ii. Cooperating with others (with peers or native speakers) 

iii. Empathizing with others (cultural understanding, becoming aware of the others’ 

thoughts and feelings) 

The tip Oxford (1990) gives us to remember this is: ACE language learners use social strategies! 

2.2. Language Learning Beliefs 

 

All foreign language learners have strong beliefs, opinions and conceptions about themselves as 

FL students, how their instruction should be and what is the best teaching method. These beliefs, 

according to Lightbown and Spada (2006), are based on previous experiences and assumptions 

(right or wrong) and will influence the types of strategies they use. There are positive and negative 

beliefs. The positive attitudes towards the language will lead to high motivation; by contrast, the 

negative ones will discourage students and hinder the task of learning the new language, since we 

are what we believe in (Altan, 2006).  

Beliefs are important to understand students’ expectations, success and satisfaction. This view is 

supported by empirical research (to be reviewed in section 2.4). The most widely used 

questionnaire in this area is Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI), developed by 

Horwitz (1988). It comprises 33 items with a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” 

to “strongly agree” and assesses the following beliefs about language learning:  

i. Beliefs about the difficulty of the language 

ii. Foreign language aptitude 

iii. Beliefs about the language learning process 

iv. Beliefs about how to communicate 

v. Motivation and learner expectations 
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The present study will use this inventory to collect data too; nonetheless, due to material and time 

constraints, it is only going to focus on beliefs about the difficulty of the language, motivation, 

learner expectations and briefly on aptitude, since it is likely these are the areas where context and 

career orientation have the biggest impact.  

Language learning motivation 

According to Dörnyei and Schmidt (2001), motivation comprises three elements: effort, desire and 

positive affect. The three elements must be together; each of them on its own is insufficient to 

reflect motivation. Learning a new language may take a long time, so it is important to be 

motivated to keep learning it; otherwise the task may become tedious. Motivation provides “the 

primary impetus to imitate learning in the L2 and later the driving force to sustain the long […] 

learning process” (Dörnyei, 2005, p.61); it engages learners, moves their curiosity and helps them 

keep studying, making the process easier and more enjoyable. However, certain students have no 

interest in learning languages, and they will probably not reach a high proficiency level, even if 

they have the perfect abilities or a higher IQ. Motivation or the lack of it can lead to success or 

failure. 

Learners’ beliefs about motivation examine how motivated the students are and what expectations 

they have. Gardener and Lambert (1972) distinguished between instrumental motivation (for 

practical goals and to fulfil professional ambitions) and integrative motivation (for personal 

growth, cultural enrichment and social situations). This distinction has been contested though, 

since it is difficult to separate these two orientations (Lightbown & Spada, 2006): you can learn a 

language for professional goals and at the same time for cultural enrichment.  

Beliefs about the difficulty of the language and aptitude 

Learning a new language involves acquiring different skills (reading, listening, writing and 

speaking) as well as pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, etc. and students have different 

perceptions regarding the difficulty. Beliefs about the difficulty concern “the general difficulty of 

learning a second language as well as perceptions of the difficulty of the specific target language” 

(Ghavamnia, Kassaian & Dabaghi, 2011, p.2) and they examine the opinions about different 

learning situations, such as early immersion, country of origin, study abroad, etc.  
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Regarding aptitude, Caroll (1991) characterized aptitude as the ability to learn quickly. Lightbown 

and Spada (2006) state that aptitude is the ability to identify and memorize new sounds, to grasp 

the function of words in sentences, to figure out the grammar rules from examples and to remember 

new words. The beliefs about aptitude concern “the existence of aptitude and opinions about the 

kind of individuals who possess it” (Ghavamnia et al., p.2).  

In her review of studies based on her BALLI questionnaire, Horwitz (1999) claimed that learners’ 

beliefs seem to be influenced not only by individual variables (such as age, stage of life, gender, 

learning style, proficiency level, etc.) but also by their educational experiences (including language 

learning contexts, teaching approaches, etc.). Since English is the most widespread language in the 

world and it is studied in many different contexts, and since the way languages are learnt influences 

learners’ beliefs and, thus, strategy choice, the present study intends to investigate the effects of 

different learning contexts on these two dimensions.  

2.3 Language Learning Contexts 

 

The present investigation focuses on two learning contexts: English as a foreign language in formal 

instruction and in school immersion. It is important to note that a foreign language refers to any 

language used in a country other than one's own. In this case it is English in Spain.  

The first learning context mentioned, EFL in formal instruction, mainly involves a certain number 

of hours per week of classroom instruction, completing tasks, etc. and facilitates lexical and 

grammatical growth, as state Collentine and Freed (2004). The second one is immersion at school: 

students are taught everything in English since childhood. It does not necessarily involve contact 

with native speakers but it does surround students with the target language and force them to use 

it academically.  

According to Collentine and Freed (2004), the students of the immersion context feel more 

confident reading and score greater gains in the explored topics in both oral and literate domains 

than the other type of students. They also speak with greater ease and show improved 

pronunciation, even though nativelike pronunciation appears to be equally available across 

different EFL contexts.  
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2.4 Literature Review 

 

To qualify for the present review, the studies had to meet the following criteria:  

1) They had to be conducted in an English as a foreign language context. 

2) They had to use the SILL and BALLI inventories. 

 

They have been organized into different groups: the first block will deal with bilingual, 

monolingual and gender studies and will be divided by age (children, adolescents, undergraduates 

and adults); the second block will summarize studies that involve language specialists and look at 

gender too; finally, the last one will deal with studies that do not look at gender.  

 

Regarding children, in 1999, Purdie and Oliver investigated the strategies used by 58 bilingual 

children (from 9 to 12 years old) from different Asian countries (predominantly China and 

Vietnam) and examined if their ethnicity, English classes and the years they had been studying the 

language were a significant factor. They also investigated the relationship between their language 

beliefs (and attitudes) and the use of learning strategies. The results showed a strong correlation 

between all measures, especially between cognitive and metacognitive strategies. Cognitive 

strategies were the most used. Their study showed a lack of significant differences between the 

nationalities and groups.  

In terms of adolescents, Fateme Saeb and Elham Zamani (2013) from the Sahahid Rajaee Teacher 

Training University developed a comparative study exploring the beliefs and language learning 

strategies used by 127 students attending English institutes and 135 high-school students studying 

English at school. One-hundred and fifty-two were female and 110 were male. All the participants 

were Iranian and their age ranged from 14 to 18 years and their proficiency level ranged from 

beginner to upper-intermediate. The goal was to see if these two participant groups differed in the 

use of language learning strategies and if they had different language learning beliefs.  

Regarding strategy use, the study showed a statistical significance in five strategy factors: 

cognitive, memory, metacognitive, compensation and social strategies. Yet, the mean scores 

indicated that the pupils at English Institutes used more strategies than the ones in high-schools. 

One factor in which they did not differ was in affective strategies. Regarding language learning 
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beliefs, the students attending English Institutes revealed a higher motivation, level proficiency, 

expectations of future and learning difficulty than their peers.  

The same year, Saeb (2012) led another study in Iran, which investigated the relationship between 

strategies and beliefs and compared the results of female and male and bilingual and monolingual. 

Four hundred sixty-two high school students spread all over Iran participated in the study, 252 of 

which were female and 210 were male; 230 were bilinguals and the rest were monolingual. Their 

age ranged from 14 to 18 years. They all had been studying English in the past three years and 

they were at a lower intermediate level of proficiency.  

 

Results revealed that the most used strategies were metacognitive and the least, affective and 

compensation strategies. Metacognitive strategies, motivation and expectations were strongly 

correlated. Regarding the comparison between women and men, no significant differences were 

found. Neither did they find differences in terms of beliefs and strategies between bilinguals and 

monolinguals.  

 

When it comes to university students, a study with bilingual participants was carried out by 

Wharton in 2000. She examined 678 university students learning French and Japanese as a foreign 

language in Singapore. They came from different degrees and their English level ranged from 

elementary to advanced. The results revealed that the motivated students and the ones with a higher 

proficiency level used more strategies than their peers. Moreover, it showed that motivation was 

higher in language-orientated careers. It also found out strategies were often used by men, which 

differs to most of the studies reviewed in this section.  

Hong (2006), in his PhD, compared language learning strategies use and beliefs between 

monolingual and bilingual undergraduates. There were 428 monolingual students from the Konkuk 

University, in Seul, Korea. The 52% out of them were males and the 48% were females; they all 

ranged in age from 18 to 28. The other group of participants was made up of 420 bilingual 

university students of Yanbian University of Science and Technology in China. The bilingual 

Korean-Chinese students included males (43%) and females (57%) and their age ranged from 20 

to 28. The students came from different disciplines, such as humanities, science, engineering, etc. 

and their English level ranged from beginner to advanced. Both groups showed a frequent use of 
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strategies, slightly higher in bilinguals. Affective strategies were the least used in both groups (very 

few bilinguals used them); cognitive and metacognitive were the preferred strategies by both 

participants. Monolinguals also scored high in compensation strategies.  

 

Concerning beliefs, results were quite similar; but the most significant difference was in the item 

“I am good at learning foreign languages”, since only 35% of the monolinguals thought they were 

and more than 50% of the bilinguals. Still, monolinguals showed more interest in learning about 

the culture, slightly higher motivation and expectations of speaking English well in the future. 

Both groups thought excellent pronunciation was important. Bilinguals focused more on 

memorization and learning new vocabulary rather than culture. Hong (2006) concluded that social 

and practical practice and metacognitive strategies were positively correlated with beliefs about 

self-efficacy and confidence in learning English and with beliefs about foreign language aptitude. 

The results showed that memory and social strategies were not correlated with motivation but that 

cognitive, affective and compensation strategies were.  

 

Regarding gender effects, Hong (2006) found that females in both groups used more strategies 

than males; at the same time, monolingual females used more strategies than bilingual ones. 

Concerning proficiency, the results revealed that those who rated their English as advanced had 

stronger beliefs about the importance of learning a foreign language and were more motivated.  

In relation with monolingual undergraduates, Nae-Dong Yang (1999) carried out a study that 

aimed to explore the relationship between EFL learner’s beliefs and learning strategy use. Five 

hundred and five university monolingual students from Taiwan participated. They had studied 

English for 6 years before starting their degrees; less than 5% had visited foreign countries or lived 

abroad. The results showed that motivation beliefs about learning the language were related to the 

use of all types of learning strategies and thus teacher should encourage and enhance effective use 

of strategies.  

In the same year, Horwitz (1999) carried out a study to discover if people from different 

nationalities and cultures differed in beliefs. The participants of the study came from multiple 

countries: America, Korea, Turkey, Spain, France, Germany and Japan, and the age ranged from 

teenagers to adults. The Americans were in a beginner level of Spanish/French while the rest were 
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more advanced, since they had had English classes since secondary school. The results revealed 

little differences across cultural groups; the variations were on age, stage of learning and 

professional status or on learning circumstances rather than culture. The responses did not show 

clear cultural differences in beliefs, just like Purdie and Oliver (1999) study already mentioned.  

When it comes to language specialists, Yilmaz investigated, in 2010, the language learning 

strategies employed by Turkish people majoring in English Teaching. The study aimed to explore 

the relationship between the strategies used, proficiency, self-efficacy beliefs and gender. There 

were 140 participants: 117 females and 23 males; they all had good English command. Results 

showed compensation and metacognitive strategies were the most employed, followed by 

cognitive, social and memory; affective strategies ranked the lowest. 

Regarding gender, significant differences were found between means of affective strategies: they 

had higher frequency in females. In general, results showed females employed more strategies than 

men. According to Yilmaz (2010), these results are in line with other studies, such as Dreyer and 

Oxford (1996) and Ehrman and Oxford (1989). The report indicated as well that high proficiency 

students employed more learning strategies than low-level learners.  

A year later, in 2011, Abedini, Rahimi and Zare-ee from the University of Kashan published a 

study conducted in Iran. The aim was to find out whether there is any relationship between 

university EFL learner’s beliefs about language learning and the strategies they use as well as if 

learner’s beliefs are correlated to the language proficiency. The participants were 203 Iranian (87 

males and 116 females) undergraduates studying English for their BA degree in different 

universities of the country. To collect their data, they used the aforementioned questionnaires and 

MELAB proficiency test (Michigan English Language Assessment Battery). The data indicated 

that beliefs and strategies were strongly correlated in all sets of strategies but in one: metacognitive, 

in which all scored low. This finding is different from the ones seen so far. They also discovered 

that beliefs about formal instruction were likely to discourage the use of some strategies, such as 

affective, social and compensation strategies. It also disclosed that there were significant 

correlations between the proficiency level and positive beliefs. They concluded that learners’ 

beliefs affected their strategy use and thus their language proficiency.  

As for studies that only involve women, Yamini and Dehghan (2005) tested 283 female EFL 

majoring in English Literature, English Teaching and English Translation enrolled at Shiraz 
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Islamic Azad University. Their English level ranged from low-intermediate to high-intermediate. 

In spite of this, their results were slightly different: they showed a preference for cooperation 

strategies such as affective and social strategies. Regarding beliefs, they discovered difficulty of 

language learning and motivation correlate with the strategy choice. 

And a more recent study that only involves women is that of Ghavamnia, Kassaian and Dabaghi 

(2011). They investigated the relationship between strategies use, beliefs, motivation and 

proficiency in 80 Iranian under-graduates studying Applied Linguistics at University of Isfahan in 

Iran. All the participants were females in their early-twenties and most of them did not speak 

English fluently. The instruments used to collect data were SILL and BALLI like in the other 

studies and TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language). The results were in line with the 

aforementioned studies (Hong, 2006; Purdie and Oliver, 1999), since they revealed all six 

strategies were used, but the most frequently used set of strategies was cognitive, followed by 

metacognitive; likewise, social-affective strategies scored the lowest. The study showed as well 

that the most proficient and motivated students used more strategies.  

 

To sum up, cognitive strategies seem to be the most employed strategies, irrespective of the 

participants’ age, gender and career-orientation, followed by the metacognitive and compensation 

strategies. Affective strategies and social strategies, on the other hand, seem to be the least used 

set of strategies. Beliefs about self-efficacy and motivation seem to be strongly correlated with 

metacognitive and social strategies.  

Regarding gender effects, most studies have shown women use more strategies than men, even 

though a few have found the contrary or no relevant differences at all. Any study has found 

significant differences across cultures either.  

Common findings across studies seem to indicate that the higher participants' motivation, the more 

proficient they are and the more strategies are used. Studies also show that beliefs do have an effect 

on how students face the learning of the foreign language, and thus their strategy choice. However, 

the area of context has not been covered in any study and context probably has a big impact on 

students’ beliefs, and hence indirectly on their strategies.   
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3. GOALS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Having read the theoretical and empirical background, it can be noticed that beliefs affect strategy 

choice and that there is a lot of information regarding gender, strategies, beliefs, etc. Nonetheless, 

there seems to be a research gap in beliefs and strategies in specific contexts such as immersion at 

school. 

The present study aims at exploring the beliefs about difficulty, motivation and aptitude and the 

strategies employed in different contexts of English as foreign language (EFL). Three different 

contexts are presented: the first one is EFL, the second one is EFL with an emphasis on English at 

university level (language specialists), and the third one is English at English schools (immersion). 

What will be investigated is whether beliefs and strategies differ across the learners of these 

categories. Thus, the research questions are the listed below:  

1. Do beliefs about language learning differ among EFL students who have had different 

exposure to English? 

2. Do language learning strategies differ among EFL students who have had different 

exposure to English? 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

 

This section deals with how the current project has been developed. The study was divided in two 

parts: data collection and data analysis. The first one includes the tasks and procedures to collect 

the data, such as the survey design, the participants, etc. In contrast, the data analysis will inform 

about the way data was drawn from the questionnaire’s responses.  

4.1 Tasks and procedures 

 

In this subsection, I will describe in detail the tasks and procedures for the information gathering 

of the present study. It includes, on the one hand, the survey design, specifying how the survey 

was created and explaining its parts; and, on the other hand, the participants, informing about their 

contexts and main characteristics.  

4.1.1 Survey design 

 

As it has already been mentioned, this study has used the Strategy Inventory for Language 

Learning (SILL) from Oxford (1990) and the Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) 

developed by Horwitz in 1988. Yet, they are very extensive inventories, analyzing many variables 

absent in the present investigation. Thus, the items have been selected one by one and have been 

modified when necessary in order to match the goals of the present project. The developed 

questionnaire gathers some items from the beliefs about motivation and difficulty on a five-point 

Likert scale (strongly disagree – strongly agree) as well as new ones included by me that were 

thought to be useful and appropriate for the study. Some examples of these would be some items 

of aptitude beliefs and other difficulty items, including “Bilinguals are likely to have interferences 

between languages” and “It is important to have a good accent in the foreign language”. Some 

minor modifications have been made in items from the original inventories, an example would be 

“People from Spain are bad at learning foreign languages”, since the original did not mention 

Spain.  

The SILL section has also been modified. Considering that the original questionnaire displays 90 

items on a Likert-scale and does not analyze beliefs, it seemed like a good idea to change this 
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method for a multi-choice one, making the process easier and quicker for both the participants and 

the researcher. However, affective strategies and some items of social strategies have been 

maintained in a Likert-scale format as well, since there were too few items to put them in a multi-

choice question. Another modification was the possibility to add other options in case the strategy 

they used was not listed in the questionnaire.  

Background data was gathered as well in order to distinguish the different EFL contexts and collect 

information about the participants, such as age, gender, studies1, first language(s) and level of 

English. Once the questionnaire was finished, the Google survey platform was chosen, since it 

offered a simple and straight forward format. After other modifications and the approval of a 

specialist, the questionnaire was ready to be answered and was provided online. The final version 

included eight items for background information, five items for beliefs about motivation; eight for 

language learning difficulty; three for aptitude and twelve for strategies (combining multi-choice, 

open answers and five-point Likert scale items). There was a final question to invite the 

participants to share their thoughts or add information (see Appendix 1 for the survey).   

4.1.2 Participants and contexts 

 

A total of 57 people completed the questionnaire. However, only 52 of them fulfilled the requisite 

of being an undergraduate student and a non-English native speaker. Out of these 52, fifteen were 

undergraduates from different fields that studied English as a foreign language (EFL); twenty-one 

were labelled as ‘language specialists’ (LS), since they were enrolled in English-related degrees; 

and sixteen participants were undergraduates who had learned English through immersion in 

English schools since childhood (IMM). The characteristics of each group will be explained below. 

                                                           
1 The survey was initially designed for bachillerato students (that is why there is a question concerning 

that), but after struggling to reach enough participants they were replaced by undergraduates.  
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Figure 1. Participants. 

4.1.2.a. Learners of English as a foreign language  

 

As mentioned, there were fifteen participants that studied English as a foreign language. Out of 

the fifteen, only one was monolingual in Spanish (thirteen having selected Spanish and Catalan 

and another one Spanish and Basque) and only four were men. They came from different grounds: 

Education, Genetics, Medicine, Engineering, etc. even though “Economics” was the most repeated 

degree (seven times). Most of the students (ten of them) were in their third year, whereas the others 

were in their second (two students) or fourth (three people). Nine of them rated their English as 

Advanced (C1), three as Upper-intermediate (B2) and another three as Intermediate (B1). 

 

4.1.2.b. Language specialists 

 

Although we had tried to get similar percentages in each group, the 40% of the participants came 

from English-related studies, such as English Studies, Applied Languages and Translation and 

Interpreting. There was a high rate of participation regarding the latter group. In total, there were 

two men and nineteen women. There were sixteen that considered to be bilingual by choosing two 

first languages (Spanish and Catalan), while the remaining five only had Spanish as a first 

language. All the participants but one were from Catalunya (the remaining one came from 

29%

40,38%

30,62%

EFL LS IMM
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Valencia). In this group, eighteen were second-year students while the other three were in the third 

year2.  

Concerning their English, they all acquired it in an EFL context. Just like the group above, most 

of the language specialist participants (57,12%) self-rated their English as advanced (C1), whereas 

the rest rated their English with a B2. Any student considered to have a B1 like in the other group. 

It is important to mention that all the undergraduates studying Applied Languages and Translation 

and Interpreting (the vast majority of the participants in this group) have just come back from their 

study abroad and this may have an impact in their responses.  

4.1.2.c. Students immersed in an English school 

 

The sixteen remaining participants belong to the immersion group. They were called “immersion 

students” because they have attended an English school since childhood and have learnt, thus, the 

language in an immersion context throughout their education. 

Out of the sixteen, four were men and twelve were women. Unlike the other groups, this one 

includes different nationalities: an Italian, a Dane and fourteen Spanish (only six of them were 

bilinguals in Catalan and Spanish, the remaining eight were monolingual). They all studied 

different bachelors: Medicine, Business, Engineering, Biology, Psychology, Journalism, etc. 

“Economics and Business” was the only one that appeared several times (three times). Most of 

them were third-year (six people) or fourth-year students (four students). Twelve out of the sixteen 

rated their English as Proficiency (C2); the remaining four selected “Advanced” (C1). This was 

the only group with C2 English-level participants.  

4.2. Data analysis  

 

The questionnaire was available for a month and after reaching over 50 responses it was closed. 

The data analysis started by moving the Google answers to an Excel spreadsheet. The three groups 

were divided according to what they had replied in “was English the language of instruction at 

your primary/secondary school?” and in the university studies question, differentiating between 

                                                           
2 Students of similar ages were contacted, since age is a really important factor in language learning 

(Lightbown & Spada, 2006).  
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those immersed in English schools, the EFL learners and the future professionals of the language. 

We discarded all those participants that did not meet the criteria (being an undergraduate and a 

non-English native speaker).  

As mentioned, the section regarding beliefs was on a five-point Likert scale; whereas the strategy 

section used mainly multi-choice, with some open questions to add missing strategies or comments 

and a few Likert-scale items. Only in one question answers were provided, though. Thus, the type 

of data obtained from the questionnaire was mainly quantitative. The items with a Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) were analyzed by calculating the mean, 

the standard deviation and the mode. This process was repeated in every single item of each group. 

Because the BALLI identifies learners’ perceptions about language learning, it does not produce 

a total composite score, so the responses were treated separately. 

Concerning the strategy section, where the questions were multi-choice, the data analysis took a 

lot longer than expected, since Excel would not count every choice as a different answer but as the 

same one. So, for instance, one answer had five different strategies. The first step was to separate 

the three groups into different Excel pages to avoid mixing responses. 

Since every participant could choose limitless answers per strategy, the author could not work out 

the percentage of participants in each strategy since the final number would have been beyond 

100% and decided to calculate instead the percentage of each strategy. In other words: the results 

were obtained by calculating the total strategies in each category (IMM, EFL or LS). This 

facilitated the observation of the most and least frequently employed strategies.  

The order of the participants appears according to the exposure they had, starting with the EFL 

learners on the left or at the top, followed by the LS and IMM. Such way deemed easier to grasp 

and analyze graphs and tables. The analysis looked at the most and least employed strategies and 

examined the results of each group and compared them. Moreover, the total number of strategies 

was divided by the number of participants of the group in order to get the mean of strategies used 

per category and be able to find out who used them the most. The “none of the above” option was 

not counted though, because it did not imply any use of strategies. In addition, the strategy section 

also included some items in a five-point Likert scale that were analyzed like in the previous section 

on beliefs. This strategy, however, could not be taken into account to make the final table 

comparing the means of strategies since the data analysis had been different.   
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5. RESULTS 

 

This section will cover in detail the answers provided by the participants of the three categories. 

Firstly, the results concerning the first research question (participants’ beliefs about motivation, 

difficulty and aptitude) and later on the second research question, which deals with their language 

learning strategies.  

5.1. Research question one: Language learning beliefs 

 

As mentioned, one of the objectives of the present study is to discover if beliefs differ across 

groups of different EFL context. Three types of beliefs were explored: motivation, difficulty and 

aptitude. The first one assessed motivation and expectations; the second one covered the 

perceptions about the learning difficulty and the last one explored the participant’s aptitude.   

5.1.1. Beliefs about motivation 

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 4.46 .64 5 

LS 4.38 .74 5 

IMM 4.70 .48 5 

Table 1. I think I’ll have more opportunities in life than someone else that doesn’t speak foreign languages. 

In Table 1 we can observe that the IMM group obtained the highest mean (M=4.70) when asked 

whether they thought that they will have more opportunities in life than someone who does not 

speak foreign languages. They were followed by the EFL group (M=4.46) and language specialists 

(M=4.38). However, the standard deviation of the EFL group and that of LS shows that the answers 

given were more varied than those in the other group. In general terms, we can see that across the 

three groups participants were really confident in their expectations for the future as 5 was the 

most frequent answer.  
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Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 2.93 1.16 3 

LS 2.80 1.36 3 

IMM 2.82 1.38 3 

Table 2. People who speak a foreign language are more intelligent. 

Concerning beliefs about language learners’ intelligence, we can observe in Table 2 that the EFL 

students obtained the highest mean (and lowest S.D.). The other two groups’ scores were very 

similar and close to that of the EFL group. We can see that none of the groups showed strong 

beliefs concerning the relationship between intelligence and foreign language learning, since the 

most common answer was 3.  

 
Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 2.53 1.19 3 

LS 2.47 1.23 1 

IMM 1.94 .77 2 

Table 3. People from Spain are bad at learning foreign languages. 

In Table 3, we can observe that the highest mean is that of EFL learners (M=2.53), followed closely 

by LS (M=2.47). IMM students have obtained the lowest S.D. and mean with a remarkable 

difference (M=1.94). The second group scored the highest S.D., followed by EFL learners. The 

mode, however, seems different across groups:  3 for the EFL learners; 2 for the ones immersed 

and 1 for the specialists. This shows that even though the three groups do not agree with this idea, 

the language specialist are the ones who are strongly against it, scoring the lowest possible mode, 

followed by the IMM students.  

 
  

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 4.13 1.06 5 

LS 4.52 .81 5 

IMM 4.41 .81 5 

Table 4. By learning a foreign language, I am learning another culture too.  
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Concerning culture learning while studying the language, we can see in Table 4 that it is the 

language specialists that have got the highest mean (M=4.52). They are closely followed by the 

IMM (M=4.41) and EFL learners (M=4.13) in the last place. This last group, however, has got the 

highest S.D. All groups have revealed a mode of 5, which shows that, overall, they feel they learn 

another culture while learning the FL.   

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 4.06 .70 4 

LS 4.62 .67 5 

IMM 4.76 .58 5 

Table 5. I believe that I will ultimately learn to speak English very well. 

When it comes to future expectations of their language command, we can observe in Table 5 that 

the immersion students think they will speak English very well in the future (M=4.76), closely 

followed by LS.  Though EFL learners also tend to believe that they will achieve a very good level 

of English, their mean was the lowest (M=4.06). The S.D. was higher for this group though, but 

their mode was still the lowest: 4 in comparison to the 5 of the other two groups. The results show 

that all groups believe that they will reach a good English level, although there is variation in 

responses between groups; the EFL learners, for instance, provided more varied responses and 

obtained the lowest mean.  

5.1.2. Beliefs about language learning difficulty 

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 3.46 1.30 5 

LS 3.85 1.15 4 

IMM 3.35 1.20 4 

Table 6. Bilinguals are likely to have interferences between languages. 

Regarding difficulty beliefs, we can observe in Table 6 that LS have obtained the highest mean 

when it comes to interferences between languages (M=3.85), followed by EFL learners and IMM 

students. Yet, the standard deviation is very high across the groups, which reveals the diversity of 

the individual answers obtained, especially in the EFL participants. We can see this diversity 

comparing the EFL learner’s mean (M=3.46) with the mode: 5. LS and IMM both have obtained 
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a mode of 4. In general terms, this shows that people that went to English schools and have learnt 

the language in a more natural context are those who feel the least amount of interferences between 

languages. In contrast, those that studied English in a less immersive way think they are faced with 

more language interference.  

 
Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 4.53 .52 5 

LS 4.57 .51 5 

IMM 4.75 .45 5 

Table 7. It is easier for children than adults to learn a foreign language. 

In Table 7, we can observe that IMM strongly agree with the idea that it is easier for children to 

learn a FL, having scored the highest mean (M=4.75), a mode of 5 and the lowest S.D. The other 

groups also appeared to agree with this item, since the mode was also 5, their mean was above 4.5 

and showed little variation in S.D. too. Overall, we can see that all agree with this idea, since the 

responses are quite homogenous across the groups, but those who have been immersed in English 

since childhood agree the most. 

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 3.66 .90 4 

LS 3.14 .96 3 

IMM 3.18 1.11 3 

Table 8. Learning a foreign language is difficult. 

When it comes to FL learning difficulty, we see in Table 8 that EFL learners have obtained the 

highest mean (M=3.66) and mode (4) and the lowest standard deviation, which shows their results 

were quite homogenous. Language specialists have obtained the lowest mean and a mode of 3, as 

did IMM students, but they have obtained a high standard deviation in comparison to the other 

groups. In general terms, we observe that context is fairly important in this item, since the EFL 

learners have manifested more difficulty than the other groups that have immersed in an English 

school and work with English.   
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Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 4.13 .92 4 

LS 4.38 .86 5 

IMM 3.80 1.38 4 

Table 9. It is better to go abroad to study the language.  

In Table 9, we observe that when it comes to going abroad to study the language, the LS have the 

highest mean (M=4.38), followed by the EFL learners (M=4.13). The IMM have scored the lowest 

mean (M=3.80), even though their S.D. is the highest. The mode is 5 for the IMM and LS and 4 

for the EFL learners. Overall, we can see that LS, almost all of whom have stayed abroad during 

their degree, strongly agree with this item, whereas the IMM score the lowest mean, probably 

because they have reached a proficiency level without the necessity of going abroad.  

 
Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 2.20 1.01 2 

LS 1.62 .80 1 

IMM 2.17 1.15 1 

Table 10. Women are better at learning foreign languages. 

In Table 10, we can see that EFL learners have obtained the highest mean (M=2.20) when asked 

whether women are better at learning foreign languages, followed by the IMM (M=1.17) and LS 

(M=1.62). Yet the EFL and IMM students had a higher standard deviation than the LS. LS and 

IMM have obtained a mode of 1, the lowest, and EFL learners a mode of 2. This shows all groups 

strongly disagree with this item, especially the LS group, which is the one that included fewer 

male participants (only two).  

 
Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 3.33 .98 4 

LS 3.33 1.02 4 

IMM 3.87 1.24 5 

Table 11. It is important to have a good accent in the foreign language. 

Concerning the importance of the accent, IMM have obtained the highest mean (M=3.87), 

followed by the other two groups with the same score (M=3.33). We can observe, though, that the 
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IMM have got a higher standard deviation, whereas the EFL learners have got the lowest. This 

proves they are certainly not as concerned as the rest of the participants. The highest mode (5) 

belongs to IMM and the other groups have got a mode of 4. In general terms, we can see the 

language specialist group, mainly formed by translators, and the EFL learners do not consider the 

accent to be that important in comparison to the IMM group, probably because the latter were 

exposed to the language since they were children and show a greater interest in pronunciation.  

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 2.60 1.24 2 

LS 2.81 1.12 2 

IMM 2.88 1.15 3 

Table 12. It is easier to read and write than to speak and listen.  

In Table 12, we can observe that when asked if reading and writing is easier than speaking and 

listening, the means and the modes are quite low for all groups (between 2 and 3), the highest one 

was obtained by IMM students (M=2.88) and a mode of 3, while the other groups have obtained a 

mode of 2. The translators and especially the IMM students and have been in a context that required 

a lot reading and writing skills and this might have influenced the result. Yet, the high standard 

deviation rate shows the diversity of the responses, especially for the EFL learners. In general 

terms, we can see all groups disagree in this idea since all the results were under 3.  

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 2.26 1.16 2 

LS 2.28 1.30 1 

IMM 3.17 1.24 3 

Table 13. It is easier to speak than to understand a foreign language. 

Concerning the item “It is easier to speak than to understand a FL”, the IMM students have 

obtained the highest mean (M=3.17) while the rest got lower ones, around 2.30. All groups 

appeared to have a high standard deviation, which suggests the diversity of individual responses. 

The mode, however, was different across groups:  3 for the IMM, 2 for the EFL learners, and 1 for 

the specialists. This shows that even though the three groups do not agree with this idea, the 
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immersion students agree more than the specialists and EFL students, probably because they were 

in a context where they were supposed to practice speaking on a daily basis. On the other hand, 

the language specialists, most of whom are translators, are the ones who are strongly against it, 

maybe since they are used to working with English texts and audios rather than speaking.  

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 3.46 .92 3 

LS 4 .55 4 

IMM 4.25 .86 5 

Table 14. I am good at learning foreign languages. 

When it comes to the item “I am good at learning foreign languages”, the students that have rated 

themselves the highest are the IMM (M=4.25), followed by LS (M=4) and EFL learners (M=3.46). 

The mode also follows that order: IMM have obtained the highest one (5), followed by the 4 of 

the LS and the 3 of the EFL undergraduates. The standard deviation appeared to be higher for the 

EFL group and the lowest for the LS. In general terms, we can observe that all the groups agree 

with this item, although the ones with higher scores are the same students that have had more 

exposure to the language throughout their life: IMM students first, followed by the LS and then by 

the EFL participants.  

5.1.3. Beliefs about aptitude 

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 3.60 .99 3 

LS 4.09 .62 4 

IMM 4.64 .72 5 

Table 15. How fluent do you think you are in English? 

In Table 15, we can observe the self-rated English fluency of the three groups. The IMM have 

obtained a really high mean (M=4.64) followed by that of the LS (M=4.06) and then the EFL 

learners (M=3.60). These have got the highest S.D. though, which suggests the diversity of the 

results. The lowest S.D. is for the LS. In general terms, it is shown that IMM and LS (the groups 

with more exposure and proficient level) feel more confident and fluent speaking English than 
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their peers in EFL, especially the students immersed in an English school that have obtained the 

highest mean and a mode of 5, while that of the EFL learners is 3.  

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 2.80 .68 3 

LS 3.28 .64 3 

IMM 3.95 .85 3 

Table 16. How native-like is your pronunciation in English?  

In Table 16, we can observe how native-like the participants rated their English accent. The group 

with the highest mean was the IMM (M=3.95) followed by LS (M=3.28). The lowest has been 

scored by the EFL (M=2.80) with more than a point of difference. The IMM have also got the 

highest S.D., so their results were more varied than the other two groups. The mode, however, was 

the same across the groups: 3. In general terms, we can see a lack of confidence concerning native 

pronunciation among the EFL students, and a higher approach as the students had more exposure 

in their learning context.  

 

5.2. Research question two: Language learning strategies 

 

This section will cover the participants’ responses regarding language learning strategies. The 

results are divided into two groups: direct and indirect strategies. The first one involves conscious 

brain activity and includes memory, cognitive and compensation strategies, while the indirect 

strategies can be unconscious and encompass the metacognitive, affective and social strategies3.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 It is important to remember that the percentages you will be seeing have been calculated from the total 

strategies of each group.  
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5.2.1. Direct strategies: Memory strategies 

 

 

Graph 1. Memory strategies  

1. I physically act out the new words. 

2. I review often. 

3. I remember new words or phrases by remembering their location on the page, board, song, etc. 

4. I use new English words in a sentence so I can remember them 

5. I create a mental image. 

6. None of the above. 

 

In the Graph 1, we can observe the results of the Memory strategies. At first sight, we can see that 

the most used memory strategies are number 2 (I review often), number 3 (I remember new words 

or phrases by remembering their location on the page, board, song, etc.) and number 4 (I use new 

English words in a sentence so I can remember them). The least used strategies are “I create a 

mental image” and “I physically act out the new words”.  

Concerning strategy 1 (I physically act out the new words), EFL learners and the ones from IMM 

have got a similar percentage, whereas the LS obtained a really low one (2,77%). In contrast, in 

number 2 the first and second groups scored similar percentages above 20%, contrasting the 17% 

of the IMM students. In strategy 3, “I remember new words or phrases by remembering their 

location on the page, board, song, etc.”, EFL learners and LS scored similar numbers again and 
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left IMM undergraduates behind, around 17%. In the fourth strategy, “I use new English words in 

a sentence so I can remember them”, language specialists and immersion students scored almost 

30% each, whereas the second group barely surpassed the 20%. The item 5, “I create a mental 

image”, has similar results in LS and EFL learners, located around 15% each while the IMM 

students barely reach 23%. The last item (that was chosen only by the students that did not use any 

of those strategies) was higher for people from IMM and LS (around 6%) than for the EFL learners 

(3%). 

If we analyze the results of each group individually, we see that the LS have scored the lowest 

percentage in “I physically act out the new words” with a big difference, preceded by “I create a 

mental image”. The rest remain above 20%, even though the highest one is number 4: “I use new 

English words in a sentence so I can remember them”. The EFL group, on the other hand, have 

scored the highest in number 2: “I review often”, followed by the strategy number 3 (I remember 

new words or phrases by remembering their location on the page, board, song, etc.) and 4 (I use 

new English words in a sentence so I can remember them). The less frequently used were “I 

physically act out the new words” and “I create a mental image”, like in LS, even though they 

showed a higher use of this one in comparison to the first group analyzed. Yet, the IMM 

undergraduates have scored pretty high in this strategy as well as in “I use new English words in 

a sentence so I can remember them”. However, they have quite low percentages in the rest in 

comparison to the other groups.  

To sum up, both LS and IMM scored the highest in “I use new English words in a sentence so I 

can remember them” and the lowest in “I physically act out new words” as did EFL learners, even 

though these ones scored the highest in “I review often”. This shows the importance of the context, 

since the students that use English often can use the words in a sentence while the others have not 

got such an opportunity and have to review instead. IMM students differed with the rest of 

participants scoring very low in “I review often” and “I remember new words or phrases by 

remembering their location on the page, board, song, etc.” and quite high in “I create a mental 

image”, which suggests it is related with their context. Both LS and IMM students shared a similar 

percentage regarding the lack of use of memory strategies.  
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In total, the mean of strategies used per person of the EFL group was 2.1; in the LS it was 1.61 

strategies per person and in the IMM, it was 1.9. EFL are, then, the students that use more memory 

strategies. 

5.2.2. Direct strategies: Cognitive strategies 

 

 

Graph 2. Cognitive Strategies 

1.     I try not to translate word for word. 

2.     I try to speak English whenever I can. 

3.     I watch English language TV shows spoken in English or go to movies spoken in English. 

4.     I read for pleasure in English. 

5.     I say or write new English words several times. 

6.     I try to talk like native English speakers and practice the sounds. 

7.     None of the above. 

 

The Graph 2 shows the results of the cognitive strategies. We can observe that on average the most 

employed strategies were “I watch English language TV shows spoken in English or go to movies 

spoken in English” and “I try to talk like native English speakers and practice the sounds”, whereas 

the least frequently used was “I say or write new English words several times”. In strategy 1 (I try 

not to translate word for word), the EFL have scored the lowest (10,50%), meaning they do 
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translate word for word, and the LS the highest (19,50%), avoiding this system. In “I try to speak 

like English speakers, the EFL learners scored again the lowest and the highest percentage is that 

of the IMM students (17,64%). In strategy 3 (I watch English language TV shows spoken in 

English or go to movies spoken in English), the three groups have scored a very high percentage, 

but the EFL students obtained still the lowest percentage in comparison to the other two groups 

that have a similar result (LS – 26,22% and IMM – 27,44%). The English reading did not seem to 

appeal to EFL learners either since they obtained again the lowest percentage (13%). Yet, in the 

strategy 5, which involves repetition, the EFL (13%) recorded the highest percentage, while the 

other groups obtained less than 6%. Similar to that of item 6 (I try to talk like native English 

speakers and practice the sounds), where they obtained a 26% in comparison to the 19,40% of the 

LS and 15,68% of the IMM students. In cognitive strategies, neither group has chosen the option 

“I don’t use any of the above strategies”, which reveals they all groups use at least one, unlike 

memory strategies.  

If we analyze the results of each group individually, we observe that EFL learners scored the lowest 

in “I try not to translate word for word”, and in “I try to speak English whenever I can”, “I read 

for pleasure” and “I say or write new English words several times”, in which they have obtained 

the same exact percentage (13%); they have obtained the highest percentage in “I watch English 

language TV shows spoken in English or go to movies spoken in English” and, unlike the others, 

in  “I try to talk like native English speakers and practice the sounds”, with a total of 26%. The LS 

have also scored the highest in watching TV shows and films, followed by the first item (I try not 

to translate word for word). The IMM seemed to prefer watching English TV shows and films too, 

as well as trying to speak English whenever they can and reading English.  

In general terms, we can see that the LS and IMM students’ results are more similar than those of 

the EFL, that differed strongly with the rest in the first strategy (I try not to translate word for 

word) with a very low percentage. This suggests they do not care if what they say is a calque as 

long as it is understood. In contrast, they were higher than the other groups in number 5 (I say or 

write new English words several times) and 6 (I try to sound native). The LS and IMM, since are 

immersed in an English context, probably do not need to write several times the words because 

they will have more opportunities to use them. That is why they score very low in repetition and 
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very high in the “I use new English words in a sentence so I can remember them” item of the 

memory strategy previously mentioned.  

In total, the mean of cognitive strategies used per person in the EFL context was 2.5, while IMM 

students used 3.1 per person and LS, 3.45. The language specialists are, then, the ones that use 

more cognitive strategies.  

5.2.3. Direct strategies: Compensation strategies 

 

 

Graph 3. Compensation Strategies (i) 

When I can't think of a word during a conversation in English: 

1.     I use gestures 

2.     I change the whole sentence 

3.     I make up a new word 

4.     Other 

 

Compensation strategies were divided into two parts. This question dealt with the solutions the 

speakers would come up with when they did not know how to say the exact word. Generally, the 

most employed strategy was “I change the whole sentence” followed by the number 1, which 
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involves using gestures. The less frequent item was making up a new word. The participants had 

the chance to write what else they did by choosing “Other”; all the students that chose this option 

wrote the same: “I try to explain the meaning of the word”, but it had a low percentage (6,88% for 

the LS and 8.68% for the IMM students). We can observe, however, that the rest of the strategies 

are more employed: the first one (I use gestures) is more popular among the EFL learners, since 

their English is more limited as we have already seen in the participants section. In strategy number 

2 (I change the whole sentence), the IMM students have obtained the highest percentage (60,75%) 

almost double the result of the EFL group (33,28%). In item 3 (I make up a new word), it is the 

first group that has obtained the highest score (29,12%) and the IMM the lowest, with only 4,34%. 

We can see that results in this compensation strategy were quite diverse across the groups, with 

the EFL learners scoring the highest in the use of gestures and the other two groups preferring to 

change the whole sentence. The three groups coincided in the least used strategies: “Other” and 

“Making up new words”.  

 

Graph 4. Compensation Strategies (ii) 

When I don’t understand a word:  

1. I ask what it means 

2. I guess what it means 

3. I look it up in the dictionary 

4. Other 
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The next question regarding compensation strategies dealt with problem-solving strategies in 

which the learner doesn’t understand a word. The findings showed that generally the most used 

strategy in such situation was asking for the meaning of the word, followed by taking a guess and 

using the dictionary. The strategy 1 (asking what the word means) was the most voted strategy in 

each group, but the LS seemed to use it slightly more (43,52%), followed by the EFL learners 

(40%). The LS group obtained the highest percentage in number 2 too (guessing what it means), 

followed closely by the IMM students. The latter and the EFL learners have obtained the same 

score in the item 3 (looking up words you don’t understand in the dictionary) with a 32%, whereas 

the LS got the lowest (only 23%). None of the participants added a new strategy in the “Other” 

section.  

If we analyze the groups individually, the EFL group obtained the highest score in the strategy 1 

(asking what it means) and the lowest in guessing what it means; the language specialists scored 

the highest in the strategy 1 too (asking what it means) and the lowest in looking up words in the 

dictionary. Likewise, the IMM students also scored the highest percentage on item 1. Overall, we 

see similar percentages across the groups, but the most remarkable differences is that of the LS not 

using the dictionary as often as the others, with a difference of almost 10%.  Taking into account 

the results of both questions regarding compensation strategies, we have estimated that each EFL 

learner uses 1.63 strategies; the LS, 1.62; and the IMM, 1.49. Hence, the IMM students are the 

ones that use less compensation strategies, maybe because their English is more advanced and they 

have had to deal with this type of situations during all their education and they are used to it.  
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5.2.4. Indirect strategies: Metacognitive Strategies 

 

 

Graph 5. Metacognitive Strategies 

1.       I try to find as many ways as I can to use my English 

2.       I pay attention when someone is speaking English to learn 

3.       I look for people I can talk to in English 

4.       I have clear goals for improving my English skills 

5.       None of the above. 

 

In Graph 5 we can see the results of the metacognitive strategy section. The most employed 

strategy was “I pay attention when someone is speaking English to learn” followed by “I try to 

find as many ways as I can to use my English” and the least frequent was “I look for people I can 

talk to in English”. In strategy 1 (I try to find as many ways as I can to use my English), the LS 

and IMM students have obtained a similar high percentage (26%), whereas the other group did not 

really vote this item that much (16,64%). In “I pay attention when someone is speaking English to 

learn” the results obtained by the EFL students and those of the LS were quite high and 

homogenous, but it was not that popular among the other group of participants (IMM). Opposite 
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to strategy 3 (I look for people I can talk to in English), where they scored the highest followed by 

the LS.  

In strategy 5 (I have clear goals for improving my English), the EFL learners obtained the highest 

percentage (24,96%), followed by the IMM students (22,20%). People from the EFL and IMM 

context chose the “none of the above” option more frequently than the LS (2,12%). This is in line 

with the mean of their strategy use, since the LS appeared to use 2,12 metacognitive strategies per 

person, more than the EFL (1.4) and IMM (1.56) groups.  

Individually, the EFL group has shown a preference for “I pay attention when someone is speaking 

English to learn” (with a 37,44%) and “I have clear goals for improving my English skills” and 

very little for item 3: “I look for people I can talk to in English”. LS also scored the highest in the 

strategy 2 (paying attention while some is speaking) and the lowest on item number 3 (looking for 

people I can talk to in English). In contrast, the IMM students have scored the highest in “I pay 

attention when someone is speaking English to learn” (like the other groups) and in “I try to find 

as many ways as I can to use my English”, and the lowest in looking for a conversation partner, 

but in a higher percentage than the other two groups (18,50%). This shows the EFL learners and 

LS prefer passive learning rather than practicing like the IMM.  

In general terms, we see that the IMM are more constant and have obtained similar results 

throughout all the metacognitive strategies while the other two showed remarkable differences, 

scoring the highest in paying attention when someone is speaking the TL.  

 

5.2.5. Indirect strategies: Affective strategies 

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 2.86 .99 3 

LS 3.14 .99 3 

IMM 2.75 1.39 1 

Table 17. I feel self-conscious speaking the foreign language in front of other people.  
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Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 3.66 .82 4 

LS 4.09 1.67 5 

IMM 4.43 .81 5 

Table 18. I encourage myself to speak English even when I am afraid of making a mistake.  

 

Table 17 and 18 reveal the affective strategies’ results. Table 17 shows the speakers’ confidence whilst 

using the target language and Table 18 gives information on who makes more effort to push 

their English. We can observe in the first table that LS have obtained the highest mean (M=3.14), 

which suggests they feel more self-conscious and insecure while speaking the language. On the 

other hand, the EFL and IMM did not agree with this item, scoring lower means and a mode of 

1 (the students that have attended English schools and have at least a C1 English level). Yet, 

their S.D. is higher than the rest, which shows the variety of results. Moreover, the EFL learners, 

despite scoring a lower mean, have got the same mode as the LS: 3.   

 

Concerning the second table of this section, we observe that the LS and IMM push their English 

the most even while afraid of making mistakes. That means that the LS, despite feeling insecure 

as seen in table 17, push their English, whereas the EFL group feel more confident but do not 

encourage themselves as much as the others when faced a difficulty. The IMM group, that 

showed the biggest level of confidence in the previous table, showed a clear encouragement in 

this item too, with the highest mode (5) and mean (M=4.43). LS also obtained a mode of 5, even 

though their S.D. is a lot higher than the rest of the groups. This section shows that the 

professionals of the language feel more self-conscious when speaking the language in 

comparison to the other groups, probably because they are supposed to be good at languages, 

but at the same time they try to encourage themselves to speak English well.  
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5.2.6. Indirect strategies: Social strategies 

 

 

Graph 6. Social Strategies 

 

When I am with English speakers:  

1.     I ask them to correct me. 

2.     I ask them to slow down if I don't understand them 

3.     I ask them to say something again if I don't understand them. 

4.     None of the above. 

 

Concerning social strategies, when it comes to conversing with native speakers, we can observe 

in Graph 6 that the subjects would ask native speakers to repeat what they said if they had not 

understood it, yet not many would ask them to slow down. Strategy 1 (asking for correction) 

was more frequently chose by the LS and EFL, so by those that feel more self-conscious as seen 

in the previous section. In strategy number 2 (asking to slow down), the EFL learners have 

obtained the highest score (24%); the lowest percentage belongs, again, to the IMM group. Yet, 

in the next strategy (asking to say something again), the immersion subjects have got the highest 

percentage (65,22%), even though the other groups also have got more than 50% in this strategy. 
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Individually, all the groups scored the highest in strategy 3, which involves asking the other 

speaker to say again what they said. The EFL learners chose “asking for correction” the least, 

while the LS and IMM students chose “asking to slow down” the least. We can observe by the 

result of the last item (None of the above), that in general terms social strategies were used while 

speaking to native speakers and thus the students, regardless the context in which they study the 

language, try to take advantage of this opportunity, especially the LS that have selected 1,8 

strategies per person, followed by the EFL learners with 1,6 and the IMM students with 1,5.  

 

In general terms, this graph reveals that LS show more interest in understanding and learning 

(asking for correction) since they are professionals of the language, while the rest of the groups 

(especially the IMM one) focus on understanding rather than learning. This result confirms what 

we have already seen in the metacognitive section, in which LS and EFL learners payed more 

attention than the IMM students to native speakers in order to learn from it.  

 

Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 2.66 1.11 3 

LS 2.52 1.37 1 

IMM 3.19 1.56 5 

Table 19. I practice English with other students to improve my English.  

In Table 19 we can observe the result of a social strategy that does noy involve native speakers but 

practicing with other students in order to improve the target language. The ones that agree the most 

(M=3.19) are those that have immersed in an English school and that have, thus, spoken English 

with their classmates (at least in class) throughout all secondary school. The EFL learners have 

reached the second highest mean (M=2.66), followed closely by the language specialists (M=2.52). 

The latter group and the IMM one, though, reveal a really high S.D.  

In general terms, we can see that all the groups showed different results on this item, since the 

mode was 5 for the IMM, 3 for the EFL and 1 for the LS. This result confirms what has already 

been seen in the metacognitive section, where few LS and EFL learners and many IMM students 

chose the “I look for people to speak English” strategy. In comparison to the previous question of 

this section, it can be noticed that LS prefer native speakers in order to improve their English.  
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Group Mean S.D. Mode 

EFL 3.20 1.26 2 

LS 4.05 1.02 5 

IMM 4.25 1.06 5 

Table 20. I try to learn about the culture.  

In table 20 we see the responses of the last item of the section and survey. It concerns the interest 

about learning about the culture. The immersion students have strongly agreed with the item, 

scoring the highest mean (M=4.25), followed by the professionals of the language (M=4.05). On 

the other hand, the English as foreign language learners have obtained the lowest mean (M=3.20) 

but still agree with the item.  

In general terms, we can observe that the LS and IMM students agree the most with this idea, since 

their mode is of 5; whereas the other group have got a mode of 2 and show, thus, a lack of interest 

in the culture that may be due to their formal and grammar-focused instruction. Yet, the responses 

of this group do not match the ones seen in the section of beliefs about motivation, since they 

strongly agreed that “by learning a foreign language I am learning another culture too”. Yet, this 

group has got the highest S.D. of the item, which suggests the responses varied a lot depending on 

the person.  
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS  

 

This study had the objective to analyze EFL university students’ language learning beliefs and 

strategies in order to see whether they differed according to different types of exposure to English.  

In this section we are going to offer a summary and interpretation of the findings and compare 

them to those of previous studies.  

In the survey, there were some background and beliefs about aptitude questions to discover what 

English levels the participants had. The three categories revealed different levels: the immersion 

group showed better pronunciation, great fluency and proficiency in the TL. The language 

specialists revealed overall an upper-intermediate and advanced level, good fluency and medium 

pronunciation. The language command of the last group, on the other hand, was more varied, 

altering B1, B2 and C1; their fluency and pronunciation obtained the lowest means as well. With 

this information in mind we can clearly see the impact EFL contexts have in the language 

command, since the immersion students that have had more input throughout their lives score the 

highest in everything, followed by the language specialists and the others.  

After analyzing the results, it became apparent that beliefs did differ among students of different 

EFL contexts. The findings of beliefs about motivation, for example, show that IMM and LS (the 

most proficient students) are more motivated to learn the language and the culture. Both believe 

they will learn to speak the language very well. In contrast, the EFL students, that have the lowest 

English level, seem to think the Spanish are bad at learning languages and claim that people that 

learn a new language are more intelligent; they are not so sure they will learn the language 

perfectly. The EFL and the IMM students are certain that speaking a new language will provide 

them better future opportunities.  

Concerning beliefs about difficulty, results were quite predictable: the immersion students showed 

little trouble whilst learning the TL, since their context allowed them to learn the language in a 

natural way and they have received high quality input throughout all their education; they have not 

struggled as much as the learners that did not have such opportunities. The EFL learners and LS 

feel, for instance, that interferences are a common thing while learning a new language and that it 

is better to go abroad or study it from childhood (so they agree with the better the earlier theory). 

The immersion students, that have experienced this at school, agree even more with a remarkable 
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mean of 4.75. This might be why they do not consider necessary to go abroad to study the language, 

since they have reached a proficiency level without this need. This group and the LS believe they 

are good at learning languages and do not think it is difficult to learn a FL, which shows again the 

importance of the context: the more exposure to the language, the more they seem to believe it is 

easier.  

Beliefs about difficulty results also revealed the easiest and hardest skills. The language specialists 

and the immersion students were the groups that found that reading and writing were easier than 

speaking and listening, since their contexts require a great deal of these two skills. The immersion 

students also found easier speaking than understanding, whereas the other two groups had less 

trouble understanding than speaking. The context here is important as well, since speaking 

involves producing the language and the IMM students are used to doing that; the other categories, 

on the other hand, find easier understanding rather than speaking and producing, since their 

English seems to be slightly more limited (this is especially true for the EFL learners).  

As for strategies, they also seem to be different across groups of different contexts. The EFL 

students use many memory strategies, especially reviewing; while the other focus on using the 

new words in a sentence (a strategy that was not popular among the EFL group). This suggests the 

context is important, since the students that use English more often (IMM students and LS) 

memorize new words by writing them while the others review instead. Likewise, there was a 

significant difference in the item of creating a mental image; this strategy was very used by the 

IMM students and very unpopular among the others, which invites to think the context has got an 

impact here too, maybe when they memorize new words they relate them with their own 

experiences at school.  

Concerning cognitive strategies, the EFL learners also preferred repetition, which is the most 

similar strategy to the memory ones, or translating word for word which shows their lack of interest 

in the language itself. The others do not tend to write words several times because they can use 

them in their context, instead they watch films and series to practice the language. Here we can 

see that contexts have a clear effect too.  

When it comes to compensation strategies, the EFL learners do not make a big effort to speak well, 

they do not seem to mind making up a new word or using gestures for being understood, while the 

others prefer to change the whole sentence. On the other hand, when they do not understand the 
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person who is talking, they all agree that would ask the person to repeat the word, but only the 

EFL and IMM students would look up the word in the dictionary; the language specialists showed 

a preference for guessing instead. This may be because the language specialists (mainly translators 

and interpreters) are more used to guessing than the rest, since they work with long and difficult 

text and audios and cannot always look up all the words they do not understand in the dictionary 

because otherwise they would never finish the task.  

Concerning indirect strategies, we have seen that in metacognitive strategies immersion students  

try to look for people to speak English with in order to keep up their level, whereas the others do 

not do so but pay a lot of attention while talking to a native speaker in order to learn. This shows 

that the first group is interested in active practicing and the others prefer the passive one. This can 

also be due to the context, since the immersion students have learnt through interaction and 

socialization and the others have been in a more formal learning context. Similar to that, in social 

strategies (practicing the target language with other students) the immersion students also revealed 

a higher interest than the rest.  

The results of social strategies show that when talking to native speakers, the IMM students want 

to understand and practice their English, while the EFL only want to understand the message and 

the LS want to understand and learn, since they generally ask for correction. This proves they are 

language specialists and really do wish to learn and master the TL, asking for feedback when they 

have the chance. The LS (along the IMM students) also show a high interest for the culture, 

whereas the others do not (mode of 2). Yet, the EFL learners stated in the beliefs section they 

thought to be learning a culture through the language, but here we see they do not try to learn it. 

This suggests that the more exposure, the more concern about the culture too. A formal class with 

a final exam does not lead the students to learn about the culture, whereas when you learn the 

language because you like it (like the LS) you are more motivated to learn about the culture and 

country. This may also be the case of immersion students, who have been surrounded by the 

English language and culture at school.  

All this motivation, however, does not seem to translate in proficiency or confidence. In the 

affective strategies the professionals of the language, for instance, considered to be self-conscious 

about their English, unlike the other two groups, but scored a high encouraging rate. This shows 
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that they care about how they speak because it is their profession after all, while the EFL learners 

only want to be able to have a conversation and do not care about the form.  

In a nutshell: LS and IMM students are more motivated to learn the language and culture; the IMM 

students found the learning process easier than the rest and use cognitive strategies and practice 

with other students to keep up their English. The LS use cognitive and metacognitive strategies 

instead and try to learn in all the situations while the EFL learners use cognitive and memory 

strategies in order to be able to converse. This is exactly what Hong (2006) found in his PhD: 

cognitive strategies were the most used, yet bilingual undergraduates preferred memory strategies 

and were not that interested in the culture.  

The findings of the present investigation are in line with other studies too, such as Purdie and 

Oliver (1999), who found cognitive strategies were the most used; Saeb et al. (2013), who revealed 

EFL learners used cognitive and memory strategies (like the ones in the present study); and that 

of Ghavamnia et al. (2011) in which all the participants were language specialists and concluded 

that all strategies were used but the most popular were cognitive and metacognitive strategies, the 

exact same result for the LS of the present study. In Yilmaz (2010), all the language specialists 

also scored the highest in cognitive and metacognitive strategies.  

Ghavamnia et al. (2011) also found that the most proficient and motivated students used more 

strategies, which is in line with Yilmaz (2010) and Wharton (2000). However this finding is not 

in accordance with the current paper, since the EFL learners used more strategies than the 

immersion students. Yet, I do not think this is a contradiction but rather a result of the different 

mix of EFL contexts.   

Other findings that do not match this study are those of Abedini et al. (2011) and Saeb (2012), 

since the first one concluded metacognitive strategies were the least used and the second one 

disclosed metacognitive were the most employed strategies. In this study, only the LS seem to use 

metacognitive strategies a lot, preceded by the cognitive (the most used strategy across groups).  

At the beginning the hypothesis was that the more motivated, the more strategies were used. This 

is supported by many studies; however, the EFL learners usually scored higher in strategy use than 

the immersion students and thus this hypothesis is not confirmed, even though context certainly 



45 
 

plays a role here. In addition, motivation seems to increase metacognitive, cognitive and social 

strategies use, since the students have to look for these opportunities.  

The findings about beliefs of the present paper are also in agreement with those of Saeb et al. 

(2013), who revealed that EFL learners (like the ones in this paper) had high expectations of future 

and experienced learning difficulty. And beliefs about difficulty seem to promote some memory 

(reviewing often), cognitive (repeating) and compensation strategies.  

Finally, the data seem to indicate a relationship between traditional language learning and beliefs 

about language difficulty. This is the case of the EFL learners and the LS. The latter, however, are 

more motivated and put more effort and willingness in the learning process, thus they use more 

strategies than the other groups. As for immersion students, beliefs are different and have a 

different effect too: motivation and lack of difficulty seem to affect the way they keep up their 

English (through practice and socialization). Nevertheless, this may be because they are already 

proficient in the language, as Abedini et al. (2011) suggested. 

Even though the present study was intended as a contribution to the investigation of strategies and 

beliefs, it is no without limitations. Firstly, it had a limited number of participants of each category, 

so the results may vary with larger groups. Secondly, the survey was done at the beginning of the 

project and some items present a format that would be changed now. For example, some items 

from affective and social strategies were on a Likert scale while the rest of strategies were multi-

choice. This made impossible to calculate the mean of the affective strategies in comparison to the 

others. Also, it would have been interesting to rank the strategies to find out the more and least 

used of each group to be able to compare them, yet each strategy had a different number of items 

and this could not be done. In order to do so, the survey would have required the same number of 

items in all the strategies. This paper has not dealt with relationship between strategies and beliefs 

either. For future research, all these points should be considered.  

Another limitation was the time. It is a great disadvantage to cope with other subjects and a job 

while working in a project of these characteristics that definitely requires more than three months. 

In fact, I do not think I would have been able to finish this paper if I had started when we were 

supposed to start and not in the previous term.   



46 
 

Having pointed all this out and to conclude, I agree with Abedini et al. (2011) that found that 

formal instruction was likely to discourage the use of some strategies such as social. It was quite 

shocking to see very few EFL learners and language specialists tried to look for people to talk to 

or to practice English with. Formal instruction is useful, but it sometimes does not provide the 

practice the students need. There needs to be motivation, willingness and a great deal of practice 

in order to achieve this long-term goal. Language is not theoretical but practical; it is about 

interaction and communication; this is why we learn it after all: to communicate. And what a better 

way to practice it than in its own natural context? 
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