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I. Introduction 

1. Overview  
Together with the spread of the English language all over the world, English has gained a more and more 
significant role in EFL countries such as Vietnam. Although the awareness of the importance of English is 
increasing, it can be said that proficiency in English is still far from satisfaction among learners. Both teachers 
and students have tried many ways in an effort to make English easier to learn. It is believed that the use of 
learning strategies can empower learners to be better at English and “learners themselves are the ones who can 
actually make the learning effective, not good teachers and methods (Oxford & Nyikos, 1993, p.11). According 
to Oxford (2001), by understanding learning strategies, students can help themselves to gain control, autonomy, 
self-efficacy, and be independent in reaching their goals. Therefore, it is very necessary and important for both 
teachers and students to take learning styles and strategies into consideration. 

2. Objective of the research 
Students may not be aware of the strategies they use in learning English. Wenden and Rubin (1987) emphasize 
that “making learning decisions conscious can lead both poorer and better learners to improve the obtaining, 
storing, retrieving and using of information. That is, it can lead them to learn better”. It is very necessary for 
teachers to take their students’ learning strategies into consideration so that they can encourage and assist 
students in using effective strategies for learning. Carried out as a way to find out more about English teaching 
and learning, this study aims at exploring the strategies used by two Vietnamese learners and the styles they 
have when learning English. Based on the data collected, this study hopes to find the answers to the following 
research questions:  

1. What strategies do Vietnamese learners use when learning English? 

2. Are Vietnamese learners passive in the classrooms? 

II. Literature review 

A lot of research has been done to investigate factors that determine successful learners and achievements in 
second or foreign language learning. Among these, learning styles and learning strategies have been found to be 
the most important. 

1. Learning styles 

1.1. Definition of learning styles 

A learning style is a “general predisposition, voluntary or not, toward processing information in a particular 
way” (Skehan, 1991, p.288). Simply put, learning styles refer to any individual’s preferred ways of going about 
learning. It is generally considered that one’s learning style will result from personality variables, including 
psychological and cognitive make-up, socio-cultural background, and educational experience (Nunan, 1991, 
p.168).  

1.2. Classification of learning styles 

a. Field dependence and field independence 

b. Left and right brain functioning 

c. Ambiguity tolerance style 

d. Reflectivity and impulsivity 
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e. Sensing styles 

It is believed that students can be identified according to sensory input which they seem to depend on most for 
information (Scarcella, 1990, p.115). 

• Visual style: learners prefer to study with charts, drawings and other graphic information. 

• Auditory style: learners prefer to study by listening to conversations, oral instructions, lectures and 
audiotapes. 

• Kinesthetic and tactile students prefer lots of movement, such as moving round the class and like working 
with tangible objects. 

In short, it can be clearly seen that learners have different preferences for how their learning will take place. 
One of the purposes of identifying learning styles is to match teaching methods to learning styles (Reid, 2005, 
p.97). Research suggests that when we capitalize on our students’ learning style preferences, the students learn 
more with less effort and remember better (cited in Scarcella, 1990, p. 116). 

2. Learning strategies 

2.1. Definition of learning strategies 

According to Nunan (1991), learning strategies are the mental processes which learners employ to learn and use 
the target language (p.168). To be more specific, Oxford (1990) suggested that “it is useful to expand this 
definition by saying that learning strategies are specific actions taken by the learner to make learning easier, 
faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and more transferable to new situations” (p.8). She 
also identified twelve key features of strategies: 

+ Contribute to the main goal, communicative competence 

+ Allow learners to become more self-directed 

+ Expand the role of teachers 

+ Are problem oriented 

+ Are specific actions taken by the learner 

+ Involve many actions taken by the learner, not just the cognitive 

+ Support learning both directly and indirectly 

+ Are not always observable 

+ Are often conscious 

+ Can be taught 

+ Are flexible 

+ Are influenced by a variety of factors (p.9). 

2.2. The importance of learning strategies 

Oxford (1990) argues that strategies are important for two reasons. First, they are “tools for active, self-directed 
involvement, which is essential for developing communicative competence. Second, learners who have 
developed appropriate learning strategies have greater self-confidence and learn more effectively (p.1). In a 
recent study, Green and Oxford (1995) find a significant relationship between strategy use and language 
learning process. They conclude that active use of strategies helps students attain higher proficiency (Nunan, 
1999, p.60. 

2.3. Classification of learning strategies 
Oxford (1990) classifies learning strategies into two broad groups: direct strategies and indirect strategies. 
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A. Direct strategies: these strategies require mental processing of the language and include 3 groups: Memory 
strategies, Cognitive Strategies and Compensation strategies. 

B. Indirect strategies 

Indirect strategies support and manage language learning without directly involving the target language. They 
are useful in virtually all learning situations and are applicable to all four skills (Oxford, 1990, p.135). Indirect 
strategies include metacognitive, affective and social strategies. 

3. Factors affecting learners’ choices of learning styles and strategies 

Environmental, emotional, sociological, psychological factors can play a role in determining a student’s learning 
style. Environmental factors refer to students’ reactions to stimuli such as light, sound, temperature and room 
design. Emotional factors include motivation, persistence, responsibility and structure. Sociological factors 
include whether or not students prefer to work in pairs, in groups or individually (Davis, Downs-Lombardi, & 
Hudak, 2004, pp.118-120). Rubin (1975) points out that learners’ choices of learning strategies may vary 
depending on the type of task, learner’s age, learning context, etc.  

4. Learning styles and strategies adopted by Asian learners 

Under the influences of Asian cultures and the dominance of the Grammar-Translation Method in teaching and 
learning, learners tend to show preferences for certain learning styles and strategies. 

• Visual and Rote-learning style: It has been shown that Asian learners prefer to study visually. In addition, 
empirical studies of learning strategies show that memorization is a strongly preferred strategy among Asian 
students (cited in Bedell & Oxford, 1996, p.48).  

• Auditory, passive learning style: Asian students tend to receive knowledge by listening attentively to 
teachers. They are often quiet, shy and do not want to share their opinions or ideas in classrooms. As students 
are supposed to imitate the teacher, practicing through mechanical repetition, taking notes, summarizing are 
common strategies used in classrooms.  

III. Methodology 

This study is carried out to explore how learning strategies are employed by Vietnamese learners of English. 
Thus, a qualitative approach is believed to be effective and appropriate for the study. The researcher relies on 
the views of participants, asks broad, general questions, collects data consisting of words from participants, 
describes and analyses these words for themes (Creswell, 1994, p. 39). By employing a qualitative approach, 
this study allows participants to give answers and share ideas relevant to their experiences. Based on the data 
collected, the researcher will be able to make meaningful interpretation and find out information of her interests. 

1. Participants 

Since this is a kind of qualitative study, the emphasis is on gathering rich information about a small number of 
people rather than a limited amount of information about a large number of people (Creswell, 1994). Two 
Vietnamese students who are currently in the process of learning English were selected and interviewed. They 
have been educated in Vietnam and have never studied abroad before. The selected participants are at different 
ages and levels of English proficiency.  

Student Gender Age Years of learning English Background 

1 Male 15-20 11 years High school student 

2 Female 15-20 13 years University student 
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2. Instrument  

Several open-ended interview questions were used to gain information on the participants’ strategies in learning 
English. They were designed based on the six categories of language learning strategies such as Memory, 
Cognitive, Compensation, Metacognitive, Affective and Social strategies.  

3. Procedure 

The writer conducted one-to-one interviews, which allowed her to discover and deeply understand what the 
learners do and think because they had maximum freedom to express their ideas. The interviews were tape-
recorded so that the data can be transcribed and analyzed. 

4. Method of analysis 
Since this is a qualitative study, data analysis demands “deep involvement on the part of the researcher and 
draws on a wide range of personal powers” (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989, p.210). The researcher tried to make 
meaningful interpretation of the collected data in some steps. First, she transcribed the interviews into texts. The 
data was then analyzed and grouped into segments. A comparison and contrast study was also carried out in 
order to find out more about different strategies used by the learners. 

IV. Findings  
The findings are categorized into two main groups: learning styles and learning strategies. They are presented by 
using quotations from participants to make clear the matters to be explored. 

First of all, both participants made positive comments on their English learning. To them it is interesting and 
necessary to learn the language, which partly contributes to their motivation. 

“I think English is very interesting. A lot of people like it… if I am not good at English, I will not find a good 
job” (1) 

 “Well, English is very difficult. But I think it is very necessary. I need it for my job in the future” (2) 

Although several common points are found in their answers, it can be pointed out that the participants have their 
own preferences and strategies for English learning. 

1. Learning styles 
When the participants were asked about their ways of learning English, some interesting things about their 
learning styles were revealed. To be more specific, the participants show both similarities and differences in 
their learning styles, which will later be discussed in detail. 

To begin with, both participants seem to be of field dependence style, which means that “for them learning is a 
social experience and they are usually more empathic and perceptive of the feelings and thoughts of others 
(Brown, 2000, p. 115). This is evident in their answers that they like discussing with their friends and listen to 
their friends’ ideas and opinions. 

“I like to work in small groups… I like discussing with my friends…I listen to my classmates and then give 
my own opinions…” (1) 

“I like copying what is on the board, discussing with my friends…I think carefully and listen to my 
friends…” (2) 

Moreover, as Brown (2000) points out, a reflective learner tends to make a slower, more calculated decision 
after weighing all the considerations in a problem (p.121). The participants, therefore, also show their 
reflectivity when saying that they want to listen to their friends before giving their own opinions. 

Next, the first participant shows apparent preference for visual and auditory styles, while the second one reveals 
that she is not completely in favor of those styles. 

“I like to learn by both listening and speaking…I like learning with pictures or videos, too…” (1) 

“I like to learn by all the four skills” (2) 
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The two participants also employ ambiguity tolerance style, which concerns the degree to which learners are 
“cognitively tolerate ideas and propositions that run counter to their own belief system or structure of knowledge 
(Brown, 2000, p.119). When asked about their feelings if other people’s opinions were different from theirs, 
they said: 

“I’ll think carefully about it. If I am wrong, I’ll correct” (1) 

“I think it is normal” (2) 

In general, it can be seen that the learners have a lot of preferences for how their learning will take place. 
Moreover, they are also quite similar in their learning styles.  

2. Learning strategies 
 First of all, the two participants show their preferences for Memory strategies.  They employ several 
strategies such as thoroughly reviewing, reading aloud, using a dictionary, etc. in order to memorize the 
language items. 

“…But I can improve both of them by learning by heart the new words in the lessons. And when I read 
newspapers, magazines, watch TV or listen to music, there are some strange words I have not known. I will 
use dictionary to know clearly the new words and watch the way to pronounce the words… I learn by heart 
the lessons at home, do a lot of exercises about grammar.” (1) 

“…At home, I read the words and try to pronounce them many times. It helps me remember the words… I 
learn the structures carefully and do a lot of exercises” (2) 

Next, the participants also use Cognitive strategies. They both employ the strategy of practicing when learning. 
To be more specific, they practice with sounds and writing systems when learning vocabulary and doing 
grammar exercises.  

In addition, each learner also has his or her own ways to understand the lessons better. The first participant uses 
the strategy of creating structure for input and output, that is, he likes taking notes when learning. 

“…I like discussing with my friends, taking notes…” 

The second participant employs the strategy of analyzing and reasoning. She said: 

“…Sometimes I compare them with those in Vietnamese. If they are too difficult, I will translate them into 
Vietnamese” (2) 

Next, when the learners do not understand anything or when they cannot express themselves in English, they 
will use Compensation strategies. They tend to get help from their teachers and friends or use Vietnamese to 
overcome limitations when learning. 

“…I will ask my friends …. Another way is I’ll ask the teachers… I will use Vietnamese…” (1) 

“…I will get help from others. Sometimes I use Vietnamese…I will ask my teachers to explain again or to 
use Vietnamese to explain…” (2) 

It can also be pointed out that both participants use Social strategies when learning. As mentioned above, they 
like to work with other people in classrooms. They like to study in pairs or small groups so that they can share 
their ideas and opinions with their friends.  

Next, the learners tend to employ the Metacognitive strategy of delaying speech production to focus on 
listening”, which might be a result of “the limitation of vocabulary and functional expression repertoire” (as 
cited in Brown, 2000). 

“I like to work in small groups. I listen to my classmates and then give my own opinion…” (1) 

“…I think carefully and listen to my friends. If the teachers ask me, I will tell them my opinions…” (2) 

Furthermore, the participants also reveal that they use affective strategies in their learning. They show positive 
emotions and attitudes that can motivate and make their learning more enjoyable. They said: 
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“…At home I listen to songs. It is my way to improve my listening skill, I can coordinate relaxing with 
studying. Or watch films with Vietnamese subtitles. In class I will ask teachers to play some games, listen to 
music and fill in the blanks, or ask teachers to teach another lesson if it is possible…” (1) 

“…In that case, I will play some games, listen to songs, of course, they use English language…” (2) 

From the information provided during the interview, it can be made clear that the two Vietnamese learners are 
not passive in the classrooms. Both of them believe that they are active in their learning. They question teachers 
if there is something they do not understand, they are willing to give their answers and ideas. They also make 
lots of efforts to improve their English. 

“…I always express my views, do the team work, share my feelings and contribute my ideas… I want 
teachers to coordinate studying and practicing, give some topics for everyone to discuss, introduce some 
good books…” (1) 

“…I try to answer the teachers’ questions as much as I can. I also talk to my friends a lot… I study words, 
grammar. I practice more listening and speaking. I also want to meet native people and communicate with 
them” (2) 

Overall, the findings provide lots of information on English learning in Vietnam. The participants show quite 
a lot of common points regarding their learning styles. They also use various strategies to deal with their 
English learning in classrooms. 

V. Discussion  

The findings reveal several interesting things to be discussed. First, the learners’ views about the importance of 
learning English to get a good job are similar to what Davis, Downs-Lombardi, & Hudak (2004) pointed out: 
motivation is considered the most influential factor affecting learning styles and strategies. In addition, as Rubin 
(1975) suggests, learning context also influences students’ choices of learning strategies. Learning English as a 
foreign language in Vietnam, the learners employ strategies that suit them best in their classrooms, such as using 
Vietnamese as a way to facilitate their learning. 

Next, the data collected from the participants indicate that the Vietnamese learners have visual and auditory 
learning styles. They like to learn by listening either to the teachers or tapes and songs. They are also fond of 
learning with pictures and reading books. This is similar to what some researchers have found out about Asian 
learners’ learning styles, such as Park (1997). In addition, the participants’ answers show that they have other 
learning styles such as field dependence, reflectivity and ambiguity tolerance. 

 In terms of learning strategies, the learners employ various strategies such as Memory, Cognitive, Social, 
Compensation, Metacognitive and Affective strategies. These include several techniques like reading aloud, 
using a dictionary, practicing exercises, etc. Among these strategies, Memory strategies are found to be the most 
widely used among the learners. This is in line with what other researchers have suggested: memorization is a 
strongly preferred strategy among Asian students (cited in Bedell & Oxford, 1996, p.48); memorization that 
leads to accurate recall can be effective because they enable students to deal directly with content and ideas 
(Chalmers & Volet, 1997, p.89). However, it is important to point out that Vietnamese learners do not always 
employ rote learning. When the learners do not understand anything, they are willing to ask their teachers for 
explanation or clarification. This idea was also made clear by Chalmers & Volet (1997) that they should not be 
stereotyped as students who simply aim to learn by rote and reproduce information. Furthermore, Vietnamese 
learners usually employ the Cognitive strategy of practicing to help them learn better. This is similar to the idea 
of Oxford (1990) that strategies for practicing are “among the most important cognitive strategies and are 
needed to reach acceptable proficiency” (Oxford, 1990, p. 43). In addition, other strategies such as Affective, 
Compensation and Social strategies are also found to be used by the Vietnamese learners, which have not been 
mentioned before. 

Finally, this study also seeks to find out if Vietnamese learners are passive or not. Based on their answers, it can 
be pointed out that the learners emphasize the important role that teachers play in the classrooms. However, it 
does not mean that their learning is totally initiated and controlled by the teachers. They are willing to question 
the teachers, participate in group work and contribute their ideas. This is different from the view that Asian 
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learners are often quiet, shy and do not want to share their opinions or ideas and that they adopt passive learning 
styles and avoid debate or criticism of the material raised in class, as suggested by Baker, Child, Gallois, Jones 
& Callan (1991). 

VI. Conclusion 

1. Conclusion 
The findings of this study lead the writer to conclude that Vietnamese learners are quite motivated to learn the 
English language as they consider it very necessary and beneficial. Based on the results, the writer can also draw 
a conclusion that the Vietnamese learners employ various strategies in their English learning. Apart from 
sharing several common strategies such as Memory and Affective strategies, each learner has his or her own 
ways to make the language easier to learn. Overall, the findings are quite similar to those suggested by other 
researchers. There are also some differences as the study was carried out in the particular context of Vietnam. 

2. Pedagogical implications 
A lot of studies have been done into learning styles and strategies used by Asian learners, but not many focus on 
a particular context such as Vietnam. This study, therefore, expects to provide an insight into Vietnamese 
students’ learning styles and strategies. It is also hoped to raise the awareness of the importance of learning 
strategies, so that language teachers can adjust their teaching methods to best benefit their students. 

It is very important for teachers to be aware that learning should begin with the learners. Knowledge is what the 
learners have to discover themselves, not what the teachers transfer to them. In order to develop learners’ 
autonomy, teachers should try to enhance their motivation and confidence by giving encouragement. Learners 
should be given opportunities to take part in class activities and encouraged to communicate without inhibitions.  

Students do use a lot of strategies when learning English although they may not be aware of this. Teachers, 
therefore, should not only help learners improve their skills, but also make them aware of the strategies that they 
can use to better their learning. In this way, learners can be controllers of their own learning and become good 
language learners. 
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                                   Transcripts of interviews 
Participant 1 
Q: How long have you been learning English? 
A: I have been learning English for 11 years. I began studying English when I was six. I have been studying 
continuously because English is very popular in the world. 
Q: What do you think about learning English? 
A: I think English is very interesting. A lot of people like it. Some skills are so difficult, like listening and 
writing, but many people like studying English… And I think if I am not good at English, I will not find a good 
job. 
Q: What do you think about the role of teachers in classrooms? 
A: Teachers are people who teach students to know exactly the lessons. If they are not good, the students will 
not be good, too… But if the teachers interfere with your studying too much, you will not be active and creative. 
Q: How do you like to learn English, by listening, speaking, reading or writing? 
A: I like to learn by both listening and speaking. 
Q: In class discussions, what do you like to do? 
A: I like to work in small groups. I listen to my classmates and then give my own opinion. 
Q: How do you feel if other people’s opinions are different from yours? 
A: I’ll think carefully about it. If I am wrong, I’ll correct. 
Q: What will you do if you do not understand or if you are not sure about something? 
A: With me, if I don’t understand what teachers explained in class, I have 3 ways. First way is I will ask my 
friend. They will tell me what I don’t understand. Another way is I’ll ask the teachers. They will teach me to 
know exactly. The last way is I will learn the lesson again by myself, read clearly, find what makes me 
misunderstand and correct it. 
Q: Do you think you are active in class? 
A: Yes, of course. I always express my views, do the team work, share my feelings and contribute my ideas. 
Q: What do you do when you can not express your ideas in English? 
A: I will use Vietnamese. 
Q: Do you feel nervous when giving an opinion or answer a question? 
A: Sometimes, because I am afraid of being wrong. 
Q: What kinds of activities do you like to do in class? 
A: I like discussing with my friends, taking notes. I like learning with pictures or videos, too. Sometimes my 
teachers let the class play games. I really like it. 
Q: How do you learn vocabulary? 
A: In my opinion, vocabulary and pronunciation are difficult. But I can improve both of them by learning by 
heart the new words in the lessons. And when I read newspapers, magazines, watch TV or listen to music, there 
are some strange words I have not known. I will use dictionary to know clearly the new words and watch the 
way to pronounce the words. 
Q: How about grammar? 
A:  I learn by heart the lessons at home, do a lot of exercises about grammar. 
Q: What do you do if you feel bored when learning English? 
A: At home I listen to songs. It is my way to improve my listening skill, I can coordinate relaxing with 
studying… Or watch films with Vietnamese subtitles. In class I will ask teachers to play some games, listen to 
music and fill in the blanks, or ask teachers to teach another lesson if it is possible. 
Q: What do you do to make your English become better? 
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A: Some people think English is boring and difficult, but I think it isn’t. Teachers should create the new way to 
teach enthusiastically. I want teachers to coordinate studying and practicing, give some topics for everyone to 
discuss, introduce some good books, take some exams to check students’ ability… 
Participant 2 
Q: How long have you been learning English? 
A: I have been learning English since I was in third grade, about thirteen years.  
Q: What do you think about learning English? 
A: Well, English is very difficult. But I think it is very necessary. I need it for my job in the future.  
Q: What do you think about the role of teachers in classrooms? 
A: I think they are very important. They help students learn in a systematic way. Without them, I can not learn 
well.  
Q: How do you like to learn English, by listening, speaking, reading or writing? 
A: I like to learn by all the four skills. 
Q: In class discussions, what do you like to do? 
A: I like to work alone, sometimes in pairs. I think carefully and listen to my friends. If the teachers ask me, I 
will tell them my opinions. 
Q: How do you feel if other people’s opinions are different from yours? 
A: I think it is normal. 
Q: What will you do if you do not understand or if you are not sure about something? 
A: I will ask my teachers to explain gain or to use Vietnamese to explain. 
Q: Do you think you are active in class? 
A: Yes. I try to answer the teachers’ questions as much as I can. I also talk to my friends a lot. 
Q: What do you do when you can not express your ideas in English? 
A: I will get help from others. Sometimes I use Vietnamese. 
Q: Do you feel nervous when giving an opinion or answer a question? 
A: No, I don’t. I often answer a lot of questions. If I am wrong, my teachers will correct for me. 
Q: What kinds of activities do you like to do in class? 
A: I like copying what is on the board, discussing with my friends, listening to songs and playing games.  
Q: How do you learn vocabulary? 
A: Vocabulary and pronunciation are the hardest part in English, because some words are different in spelling 
but similar in pronunciation. At home, I read the words and try to pronounce them many times. It helps me 
remember the words. I don’t write them down. 
Q: How about grammar? 
A: I learn the structures carefully and do a lot of exercises. Sometimes I compare them with those in 
Vietnamese… If they are too difficult, I will translate them into Vietnamese. 
Q: What do you do if you feel bored when learning English? 
A: In that case, I will play some games, listen to songs. Of course, they use English language. 
Q: What do you do to make your English better? 
A: I study words, grammar. I practice more listening and speaking skill. I also want to meet native people and 
communicate with them. 
  
 


