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What might make a successful language learner: a research agenda 
Carol Griffiths, Fatih University, Istanbul, Turkey
Abstract

The underlying theme of these early good language learner studies was that if we could discover the strategies that “good” language learners use, we should be able to transfer this knowledge to less successful learners. However, it has become clear that strategies cannot provide a complete answer to the question of what makes a successful language learner. Individual learner variables, context, learning goal or target and learning medium are also important. In other words, the question of what might make a successful language learner is a complex and multi-faceted one. Therefore, this article will consider and suggest research tasks for five major areas which may have a bearing on whether language learning endeavours are successful or not (strategies, individual characteristics, context, learning target and learning medium), before suggesting a synthesis of these various perspectives into an holistic meta-view.

Introduction

Interest in the question of what might make a successful language learner was first aroused in the 1970s (e.g. Rubin 1975). The underlying theme of these early studies was that if we could discover the strategies that “good” language learners use, we should be able to transfer this knowledge to less successful learners, a notion enthusiastically taken up by a number of others and which continues to be a ‘hot topic’ (e.g., Cohen 1998, 2011; Cohen & Macaro 2007; Griffiths 2008, 2013; Oxford 1990, 2011).  
However, it has become clear that strategies cannot provide a complete answer to the question of what makes a successful language learner. For one thing, individual learner variables (e.g. motivation, gender, age, etc) have been recognized as an important factor in language learning success or otherwise. Also, strategies which are effective in one context may or may not be useful in another. Furthermore, learning target or goal (for instance, whether learners are aiming to improve general language ability, to pass an international exam, or are studying a course where language and content are integrated), and learning medium (for instance, book-based or computer-assisted) are factors which must also be considered

As we can see, then, the question of what might make a successful language learner is a complex and multi-faceted one. Therefore, this article will consider and suggest research tasks for five major areas which may have a bearing on whether language learning endeavours are successful or not (strategies, individual characteristics, context, learning target and learning medium), before suggesting a synthesis of these various perspectives into an holistic meta-view.

1. Strategies

Conceptual issues
Over the years, the strategy concept has been controversial on a number of levels, including definition. Rubin (1975: 43) defined strategies as “the techniques or devices which a learner may use to acquire knowledge.” In the years since, strategy definition has been so hotly debated that Macaro (2006) abandoned the search for an overall definition and settled for a list of defining characteristics instead. Griffiths (2008), however, argued that, in order to conduct meaningful research, a definition is essential;  therefore, following an extensive literature review she constructed a concise definition of language learning strategies as “activities consciously chosen by learners for the purpose of regulating their own language learning” (Ibid.: 87. For further explanation, see Griffiths 2008, 2013). 
Classification has been no less controversial and none of the taxonomies developed to date has been collectively accepted as valid or reliable (e.g., Ellis 2008; Oxford 2011) This has led some researchers (e.g. Griffiths 2008) to favour original surveys based on input from those actually in the research environment, and to opt for post hoc grouping according to themes which arise from the data (for more detailed discussion, see Griffiths 2008, 2013). 
Since these issues are still controversial, it is vitally important that, before embarking on a project, a researcher clarify the definition and the classification system which is to underpin the study.

What we know
Studies have shown a significantly positive relationship between frequency of strategy use and successful learning (e.g., Green & Oxford, 1995; Lai 2009); Griffiths (2008, 2013) also notes that, overall, higher level learners use many more strategies than lower level learners; in addition, considerable variation in strategy type has been noted by some researchers (e.g., Gavriilidou 2012).  
What we need to know

Although many studies have investigated the strategy phenomenon, most have focused on a particular point in time. Relatively few have looked at how strategies develop over time, and at how this relates to successful learning. 
Griffiths (2006) found that, overall, the students (N=30) who made the fastest progress through the levels of the language school where the study took place were those who most increased their strategy use over the three month research period. Three months, however, is not long in language learning terms, 30 participants is not a large number, and the context was limited. A longer-term study involving more participants in a variety of contexts is required to establish the reliability of this result. 
Why we need to know it
Because of the promise it presents to enhance learning, the strategy concept has been embraced with enthusiasm. However, we still need to know more about how strategies develop over time in order to promote their potential to enhance sustained learning  
Research task 1 
Follow up Griffiths’s (2006) longitudinal study to investigate further the factors which contribute to successful language learning strategy use 
How to go about it
The first part of the task is to identify a suitable body of participants, studying English for reasonable length of time. University preparation programmes often have such courses. Those who teach on or have access to these or similar courses with definable beginning and end points are probably in the best position to carry out this research task, which might therefore be described as belonging to an action research (teacher research) paradigm (e.g. Borg 2011; Burns 2010).
Next, it is necessary to define “successful” in accordance with local needs and objectives. Typically, university preparation programmes have a test at the beginning of the course and another parallel test administered at the end. Researchers working in situations which do not provide such established procedures will need to construct tests of their own, perhaps using well-known models such as IELTS or TOEFL. “Successful” students are those who can increase their scores to the level required.  
In addition to a proficiency criterion, a means of surveying strategy use is required. The most common method for researching language learning strategies has been a questionnaire, since “they are relatively easy to construct, extremely versatile and uniquely capable of gathering large amounts of information quickly in a form that is readily processible” (Dornyei 2007:101-102).  However, as previously discussed under classification, there has been so much doubt cast on the reliability and validity of pre-existing questionnaires (such as the SILL, Oxford 1990) that this option requires caution. It may well be that an original instrument (e.g. Griffiths 2006, 2008) may be the best way of investigating strategy use in a particular environment, though pre-existing surveys such as the SILL may act as useful models. If this option is chosen, strategy suggestions should be elicited from students, e.g. by means of class discussions. These suggestions would then be included in a questionnaire and piloted before being used with a subsequent intake of students, bearing in mind that this needs to be done twice: at the beginning and end of the designated time period. 
Following data collection, the two sets of questionnaire data need to be entered onto an appropriate computer programme (e.g. SPSS) and correlated with the two sets of proficiency test results to determine whether strategy frequency and/or quantity are related to success for this group of students in this situation over the given period of time. Statistically significant differences between the data sets at the beginning and the end of the study will also warrant attention. The strategies identified as correlated with success can then be grouped according to type, e.g., do they involve social interaction, memorization, self-regulation, vocabulary, grammar or skills? Or are there any other themes which become apparent as a result of the analysis? 
Although questionnaires can be a useful means of gathering data about strategy use, they tend to be rather “shallow” (Dornyei, 2007:170) in terms of the information they provide. Interviews are a useful means of exploring individual variations in more depth. Interviewees should be selected, perhaps at random, perhaps those who have been classified as very successful, or unsuccessful, or those who are of interest for one reason or another, such as their nationality, age or gender. An interview schedule should be prepared, perhaps based on the questionnaires and/or test results, and arrangements made for recording and transcription. Alternatively, a question sheet can be sent out by email, asking participants to write their responses. This method has the advantage that it removes the need to arrange meeting times, it eliminates tedious transcription and produces data which is transparently the respondents’ own. When the interviews are completed, the data should be examined for common themes and useful insights and compared with the questionnaire data. 
2. Individual variables  
Conceptual issues
For a number of years, there has been considerable interest in the role of individual characteristics in language learning, including motivation, affect, autonomy, style, personality, beliefs, aptitude, sex/gender, age etc. (for an overview, see Ellis 2008). While all these variables are equally in need of research, for the purposes of the present research agenda, I would like to focus on age. 
What we know
Although the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), suggested that language cannot be learnt past a certain age, in recent years there has been “growing evidence that some learners who start learning as adults can achieve a native-like competence” (Ellis, 2008:31). For instance, Ioup et al (1994) document a case of a successful adult language learner who achieved native-like performance in a new language within about two years; a number of adult learners in a study by Bongaerts (1999) could not be distinguished from native speakers; From a neurolinguistic perspective, Abutalebi & Green (2007:247) concluded that language (whether it be the native or a subsequent language) is processed in a “common neural network”, suggesting that the functioning of this network is not age dependent;  Reichle (2010) discovered high levels of native-like proficiency among some of his adult participants; Studies such as these lead Munoz & Singleton (2011:26) to argue for a “loosening of the association” between age and language attainment.
What we need to know

Although older learners are “manifestly capable of” (Birdsong 2006: 37) successful language learning, the literature abounds with studies of the constraints, such as affective factors, social pressures, or ineffective strategies (for a summary, see Ellis 2008). We need to know more about these constraints and about how successful older learners manage them. 
Why we need to know it

An ageing population is a global phenomenon, especially in the developed world, as the “baby boomers” born in the middle of last century reach retirement age. With maybe 20 or more post-retirement years ahead of them, many older people are wanting to pursue educational opportunities which may not have been available to them when they were younger, and this may include learning a new language. 
Research task 2 
Investigate the factors which constrain older learners and how such learners can manage these restrictions in order to learn language successfully

How to go about it

Munoz and Singleton (2011: 13) recommend a mixed research methodology “which allows for the triangulation of data”. This may include proficiency measures, observations, interviews and questionnaires. 
As always, “success” will need to be operationally defined within the target context. This might be the score on the end-of-course test/exam, or the results of some standardized test such as IELTS or TOEFL if available. 

It is also necessary to define what is meant by “older”. Does it include those in their 20s (such as Julie in İoup et al’s 1994 study) or is the researcher interested in considerably older learners, or is the target population somewhere between or a mixture of age groups? 
Useful sources of such participants might be university or language school courses. Typically, the majority of students on such courses may well be relatively young, but older students do enrol in such courses (e.g., Griffiths 2008a), and given the ageing population discussed earlier, we might reasonably expect more in the future. These students could be interviewed (whether face-to-face, in groups, or by email), seeking answers to questions such as 
· what constraints do you expect to encounter/have you encountered when trying to learn language? 
· how do you plan to manage/ have you managed these restrictions? 
· do you think any problems will be/have been related to your age? etc  
Insights thus obtained could be used to construct a questionnaire to be completed by older students (as operationally defined for the purposes of the study) enrolling in the next course. Space should also be left on the form for unprompted comments (these can often be the most insightful). The questionnaire data should be correlated with the chosen assessment criterion and students should also be interviewed during and/or at the end of the research period. Diaries (e.g. Ma & Oxford, 2014) might also be used to contribute a reflective dimension to the study for those students who are willing. This would provide a rich mixture of methods as recommended by Munoz and Singleton (2011). Of course, not all of the students surveyed would be successful, so data gathered from those who prove to be unsuccessful could either be discarded or used to provide implications regarding behaviour that successful students should avoid.
3. Contextual variables

Conceptual issues

Another factor which may have a strong impact on the success or otherwise of language learning is the learning situation. Though long overlooked or ignored as a factor which influences learning, learning situation (also often referred to as context or environment) is now recognized as having a major effect on learning outcomes (e.g. Norton & Toohey, 2001). 

 What we know

According to the sociocultural context from which they originate, individuals can vary, in possibly quite profound ways. This may affect the way they learn, their motivation, what they choose to study, and the way they define success. There are two factors which need to be considered: one is the environment from which learners originate, the other is the environment in which they are trying to learn. 

Using a structured interview technique, Porte (1988) discovered that the problem with his “poor” language learners was not so much with strategy quantity or frequency: in fact, these learners were using strategies very similar to those used by “good” language learners. The problem was more that these students were not always able to adapt established strategy repertoires to suit their new situation. 

What we need to know

We need to know more about what strategies students from particular original learning environments bring to given new learning contexts, and to what degree they need to be willing to adapt their existing strategy repertoires in order to achieve success in the new situation. 

Why we need to know it

These are important questions since globalization and increased international mobility have meant that studying in unfamiliar environments is a problem that many students from varied backgrounds have to face. We therefore need to know more about how successful learners manage to manipulate a learning environment in their favour in order to be able to support such students as they work towards their goals. 

Research task 3 

Investigate how learners from particular backgrounds conceive of and actively try to achieve success in specific learning situations

How to go about it
The first step is to identify suitable sets of learners who provide both a recognisable point of origin and a definable study destination. There are, in fact, many such groups, such as those who come from Japan to study in the USA, from China to study in New Zealand, from Turkey to study in the UK etc. Given that little change in strategic behaviour is likely within a short period of time, groups who come to a new environment to study for a reasonably long period (perhaps a semester, or longer) are ideal for the purpose of this task.

A useful starting point for this study might be a questionnaire. Given the reservations about pre-existing questionnaires discussed under Research Task 1, it would seem probable that there would not be an existing instrument which would precisely suit the needs of this particular research task. The first step is therefore to construct a suitable instrument. This could be done by conducting discussions (perhaps in class if appropriate) with students in order to elicit from them the strategies that they use in their home environment. It is important that this is done on or soon after arrival while the memory is still fresh and before any strategy adaptation to the new environment has had time to take place. Similar discussions should be conducted towards the end of the course focusing on strategies they have found useful in the new environment. The two sets of items should then be put together to form the questionnaire, which should then be piloted and adjusted as required and made ready for the next intake of students.

Also for the purposes of this task, some measure of “success” is required. The easiest criterion is probably a standard test administered by the institution at the beginning and end of the course. If this is not available, the researcher/s will need to construct some means of assessing how well the students have progressed towards achieving the goals of the course. As discussed in Research Task 1, standardized exams such as IELTS or TOEFL may serve as useful models for such an instrument, but it should be remembered that definitions of “success” may vary from situation to situation, so care should be taken to ensure that the chosen criteria are contextually appropriate. 

When both sets of strategy ratings and assessment results are available, they need to be entered onto a computer programme (e.g. SPSS). The data should be analysed for differences between the entry and the final assessment scores and also between the initial and final strategy ratings. Correlations should be calculated between the scores and the strategy ratings in order to investigate the relationship between strategy adaptation and achievement of course objectives.  

From this analysis, it should be possible to identify students who have been “successful” on the course (however this has been defined) and the strategies they have used. As many of these students as may be possible or practical should be interviewed. Semi-structured interviews would be likely to produce the most useful information since a basic set of questions can be extracted from the results of the data analysis, but flexibility remains to pursue other interesting insights which may arise. As with research task 1, if face-to-face interviews are not practical, email responses can provide illuminating personal reactions. 

Observations might also be used to add further triangulation to the data. If the observer is not the teacher, he/she might sit quietly at the back of the room and make notes regarding strategies the students are observed using. To help ensure that salient points are not overlooked and to provide consistency across observations, an observation schedule should be at least partly constructed in advance and include strategies which students might reasonably be expected to be observed using (e.g. using a dictionary, asking the teacher, consulting classmates, making notes, using the L1, etc.), though the observer should also remain alert for less familiar and predictable strategies. If an independent observer is not available, a video recording of the class might be made for later analysis. Observations would need to be done soon after the start of the course and at suitable intervals during the course, and the observer should remain especially alert for any changes that might be noticed in students’ strategic behaviour. 

4. Target variables

Conceptual issues

The learning target refers to the goal learners are aiming to achieve. Not all learners are aiming for the same target. Some  may wish to expand their basic knowledge of the language; others will be more concerned with passing an international exam; others are not directly concerned with any of the above goals, but choose to study a course where the linguistic elements are embedded in some kind of superordinate subject matter, often referred to as CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning). These courses include a wide range of topic areas such as Business English, Medical English, English for Lawyers etc. These kinds of courses have a dual focus: they aim to develop both knowledge of the subject and linguistic ability, and they have become very popular in recent years. Since CLIL is still a relatively new phenomenon, it is still under-researched (e.g. Dalton-Puffer & Smit 2013). For this reason, the current research task will focus on the strategies needed by students who are aiming to pass a CLIL course.
What we know

It has been suggested that if students are able to see a clear relationship between what they are learning and their personal goals, they are likely to be more motivated to invest time, effort and attention, and this is likely to contribute to more successful learning (e.g. Dalton-Puffer & Smit 2013).
What we need to know

The underlying assumption of courses which focus on some superordinate subject matter is that language will be absorbed implicitly (there may well be little or no direct language instruction) while students are concentrating on something directly relevant to their personal goals (e.g., becoming a lawyer or a teacher). This sounds like a very good idea, in line with what we know about theories of motivation (e.g. Dornyei & Ushioda, 2010). But does it work?

Why we need to know it

We need to know this in order that students may be guided to choose appropriate targets for which, given their unique combinations of individual and contextual variables, they have a good chance of achieving success. We also need to know what advice they should be given regarding useful strategies
Research task 4 
Investigate how successful language learning is achieved in a dual target (content and language - CLIL) situation
How to go about it

There are many CLIL courses which might be explored, but for the purpose of this task, I would like to focus on courses which aim to prepare students to become teachers of English to speakers of other languages (TESOL). There are many such courses. Whereas once they might most commonly have been mainly conducted in English native-speaking environments with native-speaking students, increasingly these courses are being conducted in non-native-speaking situations (e.g. in Europe, Asia, the Middle East, Africa or Central/South America) with students for whom English is a foreign language. This means that these students must deal with some quite difficult content (e.g. teaching methodology, theories of second language acquisition, etc.) while simultaneously continuing to expand their language competence. 
The first part of the task would be to identify a suitable course (e.g. a BA/MA paper studied as part of a TESOL degree) and to specify the time frame involved (e.g. one semester). Probably the easiest way to gain access to such students would be for the teacher to take on the role of researcher, placing this task within the action research paradigm, which Dalton-Puffer and Smit (2013: 545) suggest is “highly relevant to CLIL realities”.
The next step is to find or construct a suitable instrument to measure language development. Since the focus of CLIL courses tends to be on the content, it is unlikely that a test which targets language development will already exist. It will therefore be necessary to construct content-focused tests which also test language ability. The TKT (Teaching Knowledge Test – available in paper form or online) might be a useful model for this purpose.  Two parallel tests will need to be constructed, one for earlier in the course (perhaps the mid-term exam), the other for the end.
Once completed, the two sets of test results should be compared (e.g. using a statistics programme such as SPSS) looking for those who have most increased their language scores during the period. It will then be necessary to approach these students (either in person or by email) to investigate the strategies they used to achieve this result. For instance, did they continue to consciously learn vocabulary or grammar in spite of the fact that language development was not the primary target on this content-focused course? Did they read in the target language, if so, what? Did they write, if so what, and to whom? Did they listen (e.g. to songs or news broadcasts) in the target language? Did they speak in the target language (e.g. in chat rooms or to native-speaking friends). Are they aware of any other strategies they used which might have contributed to their success? 
These strategies could then be gathered into an inventory, which should then be piloted and administered to subsequent groups of students at the beginning and end of their courses along with the tests of language ability discussed above. The strategy ratings should be analysed for differences and correlated with test scores to investigate the relationship between strategy use and successful language development in a CLIL environment.

5 . Learning medium 
Conceptual issues
Traditionally, the main learning medium has, of course, been books. However, given the contemporary explosion of computer technology in everyday life, it is, perhaps, only to be expected that there are strong advocates of the advantages of such technology in the field of language learning (e.g. Hockly, 2014). Huge sums of money are often expended on facilities designed to provide computer assisted language learning.  And yet, according to Macaro et al. (2012: 1), evidence for the benefit of CALL remains “slight and inconclusive”.
What we know

In spite of negative conclusions reached by some such as Macaro et al. (ibid), there are also instances of successful computer assisted language learning. From experience, for instance, I can think of a female non-native student with excellent English, so good in terms of fluency, pronunciation, appropriacy of vocabulary choice, accuracy of grammar etc. that on first acquaintance I assumed she must have spent some considerable time in a native-speaking environment, or, perhaps, that one of her parents was a native-speaker. I learned, however, that this was not the case: Sara (not her real name) had never been out of her native Turkey and none of her relatives was a native-speaker of English. So, how did she do it? She said she spent many hours chatting to native speakers online – it was her main hobby. 

What we need to know

Cases such as the one described above may be impressive, but they remain anecdotal. A much more rigorous research methodology is required before anything authoritative can be said. We need to know the strategies that allow learners to use CALL successfully.
Why we need to know it

We need to know the answers to questions raised by the CALL phenomenon, partly to justify the considerable financial cost that CALL facilities involve; and also because, intuitively, CALL has the potential to be a powerful learning tool if only we could find out how to use it effectively
Research task 5 
Investigate the strategies used by learners who manage to use a computer assisted language learning medium successfully
How to go about it

Since Sara, described above, is probably the exception rather than the rule, methods which involve non-selective surveying of whole classes are unlikely to produce illuminating data for the current question. A case study approach, which allows a researcher to focus on individuals, may well be the most suitable for this task, since “it offers rich and in-depth insights that no other method can yield” (Dornyei 2007:155). 
The first stage of the task is to identify suitable cases, that is, those who have used computer technology and achieved successful learning. A reasonably short questionnaire given to a number of classes, asking how much time students spend on computer programmes with the aim of assisting their language learning, which programmes they use etc. might be useful. From such a survey, a researcher could identify students who spend a lot of time on such programmes, which programmes they use and the skills that are involved (e.g. listening, speaking, writing, reading etc).  As always, the criterion for “success” needs defining. In the case of this task, probably the best criterion would be a standardized external exam such as TOEFL, TOEIC or IELTS, which would provide a relatively objective assessment of the student’s ability free of possible bias from those who are personally familiar. If such results are not available, a suitable test, perhaps using a TOEFL, TOEIC or IELTS model, would need to be constructed. 
Following this, the selected learners should be interviewed, either face-to-face or by email, with the aim of eliciting the strategies these learners used to achieve their success. Questions might relate to which programmes the learners used, how much time per day/week they spent using technology, where they accessed this technology, any ideas that they personally might have regarding why they have been successful, and any advice they might have for others to help them also achieve success.

Once this data has been collected, it should be assembled into advice for other learners suggesting strategies they might employ to use technology effectively in order to learn a target language successfully. In addition, a set of guidelines should be assembled to be presented to institutions to suggest how budgets might be used most effectively to achieve maximum benefit for students and to avoid unnecessary waste of financial resources on equipment and/or software which may not deliver the desired result in terms of promoting successful learning.  
6. An holistic view

Conceptual issues

Traditional research methods involve a piecemeal way of gathering data, employing a “reductionist approach…..which relies on the central principle that one can best understand an object of inquiry by taking it apart and examining its pieces” (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008: 201). However, as we have seen, each learner embodies a vast number of individual variables and employs strategies in a broad range of situations, aiming at a wide variety of learning targets, using diverse learning modes. Furthermore, these individuals are not only extremely complex, but also dynamic, that is, they change over time (Dornyei, 2014). And because these variables all impact on each other, they must be considered holistically, since they lose a lot of their meaning when viewed in isolation (Nunn, 2006). 

What we know

The good language learner is a complex, dynamic being. Therefore, as Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008, p.201) put it: “knowing about the parts individually is insufficient because…..the interaction of the parts gives rise to new patterns of behaviour”
What we need to know

We need to know how good language learners manage their own individual characteristics and strategic preferences in order to successfully achieve a particular learning target in a given situation using a specific medium.
Why we need to know it 
We need to know this in order to maximize the potential for success for as many students as possible using diverse media to study for varied targets in different situations

Research Task 6 
Undertake a meta-analysis of available research data to investigate how successful learners manage the multiple permutations of strategic, individual, situational, target and modal variables

How to go about it

In order to conduct this meta-analysis, it will be necessary to carry out an extensive literature review, using journals, books, conference papers, the internet or any other available source of research information. In order to achieve a truly holistic picture, it may be necessary to contact the authors of such publications or presentations to obtain more detailed information relevant to the meta-analysis under construction. Once the information has been collected, results should be amalgamated into an article for publication in a suitable journal and/or a report to be submitted to relevant institutional or educational authorities to guide decision making aimed to maximize successful learning
Conclusion

Although researching multiple variables is not easy, we should not forget that a learner is not just a repertoire of strategies, an inhabitant of a particular environment, an amalgamation of various characteristics, a learner of a specific target,or a user of a given medium. Every learner is the sum of all possible variables, the permutations of which are more-or-less infinite. It is important, therefore, that the good language learner is viewed holistically and the complexities borne constantly in mind if a meaningful picture of what makes a successful language learner is to be constructed. 
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