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Abstract 
This article reports the speaking strategies used by students who were studying for a BA 
in English Language Teaching (ELT) in five public Mexican universities. Students from 
these universities were given questionnaires concerning their use of speaking strategies. 
The results show that the strategies used most by students are: asking for repetition; 
use of paraphrasing or synonyms for unknown words; and asking for message 
clarification. Although there is a wide range of strategies in use, students tend to select 
strategies according to their level of language proficiency. 

Resumen 
Este artículo reporta el uso de las estrategias al hablar en inglés utilizadas por 
estudiantes de licenciaturas en la Enseñanza del Idioma Inglés en cinco universidades 
mexicanas y públicas. Estudiantes de estas universidades fueron encuestados sobre las 
estrategias que aplican al hablar en inglés. Los resultados demuestran que las 
estrategias más usadas por estos estudiantes son: pedir que el mensaje sea repetido, el 
uso de parafraseo o sinónimos para palabras desconocidas y  la clarificación del 
mensaje. A pesar de la amplia gama de estrategias utilizadas, los estudiantes tienden a 
seleccionar las estrategias de acuerdo con su nivel de lengua. 

Introduction 
Research interest in the use of strategies by students was prominent in the 
1970s when ‘good language learners’ studies identified characteristics inherent 
to successful language learners (Naiman, Frohlich, Stern & Todesco 1978; Rubin 
1975; Stern 1975). These studies generated interest in exploring the successful 
strategies that these ‘good’ learners use in their language learning process. This 
information is beneficial for less successful learners so that they may be able to 
use these successful strategies in their learning process. 

Although the study of strategies has received much attention in recent decades, 
there have been few studies on this topic carried out in the Mexican context. A 
group of researchers from the Universidad de Quintana Roo (UQROO) conducted 
research in 2006, in which students from the BA in ELT in Chetumal were trained 
in the use of selected strategies in the four skills according to their level of 
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language proficiency. The results were positive and students expressed the need 
for this kind of training in an open questionnaire given at the end of the 
workshops provided for these students (see Méndez & Marín 2007).  

Consequently, the research team at UQROO decided to further explore which 
strategies were currently used by students in BAs in ELT in other Mexican public 
universities. UQROO also wanted to develop a framework for future strategy 
training in their BA ELT. In order to validate this framework it was important to 
know what strategies were used by BA ELT students in other public universities. 
Students from five public universities were interviewed in order to find out which 
strategies were used and at which proficiency levels they were using these 
strategies.  

This article will report on the study conducted in the following Mexican 
universities which offer degree programs in  ELT: Universidad Autónoma de 
Yucatán (UADY), Universidad Autónoma del Estado de México (UAEM), 
Universidad Autónoma del Carmen (UNACAR), Universidad Autónoma de Chiapas 
(UNACH),  and Universidad Veracruzana (UV). These five universities were 
selected for this small scale project because of their geographical location in the 
southeast of Mexico. The students from the above universities were interviewed 
at the end of 2007, in order to find out what strategies in the four skills they 
used for their language learning. In this article I will only report on the strategies 
used for speaking in the five universities. It should be mentioned that the 
original study carried out by QROO (see Appendix 1) was used as a basis to 
design the questionnaire for the five universities.  

Language Learning Strategies  
Strategy research has led to a distinction between strategies employed for 
different purposes such as communication, performing in the language, 
retrieving information and the processes of speaking, listening, reading and 
writing, to name only a few. Cohen (1998) categorises strategies into two areas: 
those for the use of language, and those for learning the language: 

Second language learning strategies encompass both second language learning and 
second language use strategies. Taken together they constitute the steps or actions 
consciously selected by learners either to improve the learning, the use of it or both. 
(p. 5) 

A number of studies (O’Malley & Chamot 1990; Oxford 1990: Rubin 1981) led to 
the introduction and development of diverse taxonomies. Rubin’s research 
(1981) includes the following categories of strategies: clarification/verification, 
guessing/inductive inferencing, deductive reasoning, practice, memorization and 
monitoring. O’Malley and Chamot (1990) divide strategies into three dimensions: 
metacognitive strategies, cognitive strategies and social-affective strategies. 
Oxford (1990) developed a taxonomy that divides strategies into direct and 
indirect strategies: direct strategies are those “that directly involve the target 
language” (p. 37), while indirect strategies “provide indirect support for 
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language learning through focusing, planning, evaluating, seeking opportunities, 
controlling anxiety, increasing cooperation  and empathy and other means” (p. 
151). Direct strategies include memory, cognitive and compensation strategies, 
and indirect strategies include metacognitive, affective and social strategies. 

According to Tudor (1996), an area of strategy research which has attracted a 
great deal of attention is learner training.  It is defined as the following: 

the process by which learners are helped to deepen their understanding of the nature 
of language learning, and to acquire the knowledge and skills they need in order to 
pursue their learning goals in an informed and self-directive manner. (p.37)  

Learner training has been of interest to language teachers because it can be 
applied to different situations and contexts in the ELT world. Thus, a range of 
books to help students acquire language learning strategies has been published 
(see Ellis & Sinclair, 1989; O’Malley & Chamot 1990; Oxford 1990).  Studies 
from a number of countries have reported a significant increase in the use of 
strategies by students, as well as an improvement in their language proficiency 
(see Chen 2007; Issitt 2008; Méndez & Marín 2007). 

Speaking Strategies 
An important component of language learning strategy training is that of 
speaking strategies. Oral strategies are referred to in the literature as 
communicative strategies, communication strategies, conversation skills or oral 
communication strategies; for the purpose of this article speaking strategies are 
those devices used by students to solve any communication problem when 
speaking in English. According to O’Malley and Chamot (1990), speaking 
strategies are crucial because they help foreign language learners “in negotiating 
meaning where either linguistic structures or sociolinguistic rules are not shared 
between a second language learner and a speaker of the target language” 
(p.43).  

One goal of a language learner may be to speak the foreign language in different 
oral exchanges and ultimately to be a competent speaker. For Hedge (2000), a 
competent speaker knows how to make use of speaking strategies.  Hedge (ibid) 
comments that: “These strategies come into play when learners are unable to 
express what they want to say because they lack the resources to do so 
successfully” (p. 52). These verbal and non-verbal strategies (e.g. verbal 
circumlocution, clarification, non-verbal mimicry, gestures, etc.) may be used to 
compensate for a breakdown in communication or for unknown words or topics, 
and they may also be used to enhance effective communication. 

Speaking strategies are essential, since they provide foreign language learners 
with valuable tools to communicate in the target language in diverse situations. 
However, there is disagreement as to whether or not to teach speaking 
strategies. Kellerman (1991) advocates against such training and believes that 
learners can transfer these strategies naturally from their native language to the 
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target language. On the other hand, Canale (1983) encourages training in 
speaking strategies because:  

learners must be shown how such a strategy can be implemented in the second 
language... Furthermore, learners must be encouraged to use such strategies (rather 
than remain silent...) and must be given the opportunity to use them. (p.11) 

It is my belief that students should be given this kind of training in language 
classes because they do not necessarily transfer L1 (first language) skills to the 
L2 (second language). In a previous study (Méndez 2007), I argue that learners 
tend to remain silent or rely on the teacher to compensate for unknown 
vocabulary or grammar structures. In this same study, when ten learners were 
audio-recorded performing speaking tasks before training, only two made use of 
a speaking strategy, thus indicating that learners may not always transfer L1 
knowledge to L2. A study carried out in the Mexican context by Mugford (2007) 
reveals that learners and even teachers are not prepared to deal with some not-
so-pleasant communicative exchanges, including rudeness, disrespect, and 
impoliteness. Although this could be considered an unrelated topic, Mugford 
argues that students should be taught speaking strategies so that they may be 
able to communicate realistically when interacting in English. 

In a recent study Nakatani (2005) showed that students who were taught 
speaking strategies made a significant improvement in their oral tests. The 
teaching of speaking strategies could complement teaching a foreign language 
and ELT training; however, in practice it seems that the teaching of speaking 
strategies may not be given enough importance. In order to support my 
argument, I will now analyze three research studies in the area of speaking 
strategies in different ELT contexts; all present positive results. 

Three Studies on Speaking Strategies 
The first study that I will present was carried out by Issitt (2008) in a UK 
university during a ten-week pre-semester program of English for academic 
purposes, which prepared students for the speaking test of the International 
English Language Testing System (IELTS). This preparation consisted of three 
aspects: 1) developing students’ confidence with an emphasis on reducing exam 
anxiety and on offering exam practice, 2) providing students with the IELTS 
regulations so as to better inform the students as to what the speaking test was 
about, and 3) making students aware of the marking of the IELTS exam criteria 
and helping them to adjust their speaking performance to match these criteria. 
In this course 35 students participated; however only 13 took the IELTS exam 
because the other 22 had already entered their respective university 
departments. The results showed that the training of these students in strategic 
performance aided them in passing the test with the required scores for 
university entrance. Although the sample was small, the preparation of students 
in the use of strategies made them better prepared to tackle tasks in foreign 
language learning. According to Issitt (2008), “Encouraging students to use a 



MEXTESOL Journal, Volume 35, Number 1, 2011 5 

 

variety of perspectives may also help motivate them to study independently and 
to consider different theoretical positions” (p. 136). This aspect of learner 
training is important, because one of the desired goals of education is to help 
learners to think critically so that they are in charge of their learning process. 
Learner training allows students to transfer these strategies to other aspects of 
the learning process.  

The second study analyzed was carried out by Mugford (2007), who interviewed 
84 EFL (English as a Foreign Language) users in Mexico in order to identify 
impolite interactional situations experienced by Mexican students and teachers. 
Mugford (2007) argues that rudeness is a part of everyday language usage and 
should be included in language classes in order to prepare learners to interact in 
impolite situations. Due to the results of the study, Mugford argues for the 
inclusion of activities to prepare students to deal with this type of communicative 
exchange. Although he does not specifically refer to these practices as speaking 
strategies, he does advocate strategy training as a tool to better prepare 
learners for real life speaking exchanges.  

The third study was conducted by Gallagher-Brett (2007), who applied a 
questionnaire to elicit information concerning learners’ beliefs about speaking a 
foreign language. The students surveyed were in their final year at a secondary 
school in South East England, and were learning German. The questionnaire 
consisted of statements with a rating scale from one to five (one is 'strongly 
disagree' and five is 'strongly agree'). Students had to identify to what extent 
they agreed or disagreed with the statements. Students were also asked to 
answer open-ended questions in order to find out the strategies used while 
speaking in the foreign language. According to Gallagher-Brett (2007), the three 
strategies used most by students were practicing, revising, and repetition at 
home after revision. Although the results were from a very small number of 
participants, they reveal that the participants used strategies when speaking a 
foreign language. An interesting feature of the findings was the 
acknowledgement by students of failure due to individual factors related to their 
actions, efforts and feelings. This refers to the participants’ awareness of 
themselves as learners and of their responsibility for their own learning actions 
and outcomes. The two main themes emerging from this study are: awareness 
of strategy use by students, and the role of affective factors such as confidence, 
mood and anxiety when speaking a foreign language. 

The students stated that practice and revision are the most important activities 
conducive to successful speaking of a foreign language. These two strategies are 
metacognitive and although they are important, my main argument in this 
article is the need to train students in the use of speaking strategies to help 
them better their performance when interacting in English.  
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Purpose of the Study 
In order to find out which speaking strategies were being used by BA ELT 
students in the five Mexican universities, the following research questions were 
formulated: 

1. Which speaking strategies are most used by UQROO BA ELT students? 
2. Which speaking strategies are used by BA ELT students in five Mexican 

universities to overcome problems when speaking in English? 

First Stage of the Study 
This study consisted of two main stages. In the first stage, students from 
UQROO answered an open-ended questionnaire (see Appendix 1) concerning the 
strategies they used when facing four specific constraints while speaking in 
English:  

� unknown vocabulary or structures, 
� words or phrases not heard clearly, 
� taking time to think, and 
� not understanding the received message. 

This questionnaire was answered by 142 students (88 beginners, 36 
intermediate, 18 advanced students). In addition, the students’ teachers were 
asked to complete a checklist of the strategies they observed their students use 
while speaking in their English classroom. The checklist was based on Dörnyei 
and Scott’s (1995) classification of communication strategies into direct, 
interactional and indirect strategies. Due to limited space in this article, this 
checklist is not included. Next, a series of structured observations were carried 
out to allow the researcher to corroborate reports from the students and 
teachers. 

The students’ questionnaires revealed 162 speaking strategies, which were then 
categorised and contrasted with the results of the teachers’ checklists and the 
researcher’s observations. Finally, the 162 strategies were collapsed into a set of 
20, as many of the strategies overlapped. After more in-depth analysis and 
discussion among the five researchers from UQROO, those strategies were 
collapsed into the following 14 speaking strategies:   

1. If I do not know how to say a word or phrase, I ask a classmate or my 
teacher. 

2. I use the dictionary to prepare a role play or communicative activity in class.  

3. If I do not know how to say a word, I use a synonym or describe what I want 
to say.    

4. If I do not know how to say a word in English, I say it in Spanish.  

5. If I do not know how to say a word or phrase, I use gestures and my hands. 
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6. I ask my speaking partner to repeat a word or phrase if I do not hear it 
clearly. 

7. If I do not hear a word or phrase clearly, I relate it to the part of the 
conversation that I understood.  

8. I use known words and phrases when I do not know how to say something. 

9. I structure some ideas in my mind before speaking. 

10. To gain time, I use fillers such as: and, well, etc. 

11. I repeat the last word or phrase I said to gain time. 

12. I do not think too much before speaking so that ideas can flow in English. 

13. I ask my speaking partner to repeat or explain in different words what I did 
not understand.       

14. I tell my speaking partner when I do not understand something. 

These 14 strategies were eventually included in the Strategy Language Learning 
Questionnaire (SLLQ; see Appendix 2). 

The UQROO research team developed the SLLQ after the results of the first 
stage of the study were analysed. For the second stage, the SLLQ was applied to 
explore the use of the learning strategies among the students of the five 
participating institutions. This SLLQ consisted of five sections: listening, 
speaking, reading, writing and vocabulary. Each section asked students to report 
their strategy use using a four-point Likert scale: 1) ‘almost never’, 2) 
‘sometimes’, 3) ‘quite frequently’, and 4) ‘almost always’. The items in the SLLQ 
were those that students at UQROO reported using the most in the first stage of 
the study. This article reports only the findings of the use of speaking strategies. 
Information regarding the other abilities is therefore not included.   

Preliminary Results of the UQROO Students 
The first research question, which focused on finding out which speaking 
strategies were used by the UQROO students, yielded the 14 strategies above. 
This indicates that students were aware of speaking strategies and made use of 
them when interacting in English. Of the 14 strategies that UQROO students 
reported using, the five that they used the most are shown in Figure 1:  
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Figure 1: Speaking strategies most used by UQROO BA ELT students 

 

Beginners stated resorting to their classmates for unknown vocabulary or 
structures. Although beginner students reported using all five strategies shown 
in Figure 1, their use was different from that of intermediate and advanced 
students. This is understandable, because beginner students have just started 
learning the language. Intermediate students reported the most varied use of 
strategies, and again this can be understood in terms of their level of 
proficiency, since they are in the process of acquiring more vocabulary and using 
more structures in their daily classes. Advanced students reported strategy use 
that was more complex than that of the other two groups. Advanced learners are 
more confident; they are already in the final stages of their degree programs, 
and they use strategies such as asking for repetition and clarification. Beginners 
and intermediate students choose to rely on their teachers, classmates and 
dictionaries for help when communicating in English. These preliminary results 
were encouraging, as they showed that students were making use of strategies 
on their own without any previous strategy training.   

Second Stage of the Study                                                                                                      
The second stage was the application of the Strategy Language Learning 
Questionnaire to the students in the other five participating universities. One 
researcher from UQROO was in charge of giving out the questionnaire to 
students in each of the five universities. A total of 796 students answered the 
SLLQ: 221 were identified as male, 570 as female and five did not answer the 
question on gender. Ages ranged from 17 to 54, and students were divided into 
three different levels: beginner, intermediate and advanced. The following is a 
breakdown of the levels and universities: 
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Table 1: The five universities and student levels 

University abbreviation Beginner Intermediate Advanced 

UADY 4 47 11 
UAEM 46 113 25 

UNACAR 30 80 10 
UNACH 20 80 29 

UV 73 174 54 

  
Students were asked how often they used the strategies using the same four-
point Likert scale. The results obtained from this collection procedure were 
entered into a SPSS database (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) for 
analysis. 

Results of Stage Two 
In order to explore the patterns of strategy used by students from the five 
universities in the second stage of the research, the 14 strategies included in the 
SLLQ will be presented individually, beginning with the highest percentages of 
use on the Likert scale. 

Speaking Strategy 1: If I do not know how to say a word or phrase, I ask a 
classmate or my teacher. 

The results show that this strategy is widely used by students in the five 
universities. The highest percentage of reported use of this strategy was found 
at the ‘almost always’' point of the scale in all the three levels. A percentage of 
54.9 of beginner students ‘almost always’ used this strategy, while for 
intermediate students it was 46.2%. It is understandable that the lowest 
percentage of use was among the advanced students (36.4%), because they 
should already have a solid command of the language. Beginner students make 
more use of this strategy because they are in the process of acquiring new 
language. Thus their level of proficiency could influence their use of this 
strategy, since they are not as confident in the use of the language as those 
students at other levels of proficiency.  

Speaking Strategy 2:  I use the dictionary to prepare a role play or 
communicative activity in class.  

This strategy is ‘almost always’ used by 43.1% of beginner students. Although it 
may seem unusual to use a dictionary in a speaking activity, this strategy refers 
to classroom activities in which the students have time to use their dictionaries. 
A percentage of 32.8 of intermediate students ‘almost always’ use this strategy. 
The lowest percentage of use of this strategy is to be found among advanced 
students, 16.3% of whom use this strategy ‘sometimes’. Again, their level of 
proficiency may influence their use of this strategy, as advanced students are 
less likely to be in need of a dictionary since they already have a good grasp of 
the language. 



MEXTESOL Journal, Volume 35, Number 1, 2011 10 

 

Speaking Strategy 3:  If I do not know how to say a word, I use a synonym or 
describe what I want to say.  

This strategy is used ‘almost always’ by 68.0% of advanced students, which 
indicates that it is in constant use. This strategy represents a tool which students 
can employ in order to maintain the flow of communication and to compensate 
for lack of knowledge. Although the highest percentage of use is among 
advanced students, 49.8% of intermediate students also reported using this 
strategy ‘almost always’.  Beginner students also make use of this strategy but 
at a lower rate, with 36.6% using it ‘quite frequently’. 

Speaking Strategy 4:  If I do not know how to say a word in English, I say it in 
Spanish. 

In general, students did not consider this strategy useful, since they only 
reported using this strategy ‘sometimes’. Percentages of 36.6 of beginner 
students  and 35.3 of intermediate students used this strategy ‘sometimes’, as 
they may consider that it is important at this stage of their learning process not 
to resort to Spanish. Advanced students reported the highest percentage of 
'almost never' use of this strategy, at 40.3%. Advanced students might not use 
this strategy much because they already have a good command of the language, 
while beginner and intermediate students may be inhibited by teachers’ rules on 
language use in the classroom. Perhaps students should be aware of this 
strategy as a tool to use in order to keep the flow of interaction when speaking 
in English.  

Speaking Strategy 5:  If I do not know how to say a word or phrase, I use 
gestures and my hands. 

Students use this strategy ‘quite frequently’ at all three levels. Advanced 
students reported the highest percentage of use, with 37.2% indicating that they 
use it to compensate for unknown vocabulary. Percentages of 35.6 of 
intermediate students, and 34 of beginner students also use this strategy ‘quite 
frequently’, which indicates that students consider this strategy a useful one.  

Speaking Strategy 6: I ask my speaking partner to repeat a word or phrase if I 
do not hear it clearly. 

A percentage of 51.2 of advanced students stated using this strategy 'almost 
always' when interacting in English. In general it seems that this strategy is a 
resource that students of all three levels use when they do not clearly 
understand words or phrases. Percentages of 50.7 of intermediate students and 
49.7 of beginner students reported the use of this strategy with ‘almost always’. 
As we can see, all three levels used this strategy ‘almost always’. This strategy 
may help students to sound natural and to continue their conversation. 

Speaking Strategy 7: If I do not hear a word or phrase clearly, I relate it to the 
part of the conversation that I understood.  
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At all three levels, the highest percentage of students' use of this strategy was 
found at the ‘quite frequently’ point of the scale. Fifty per cent of intermediate 
students reported use of this strategy when they failed to understand a word or 
phrase in English in exchanges. At lower rates, 40.3% of advanced students and 
31% of beginner students also made use of this strategy.  It seems that 
students are trying to maintain the conversational flow by not stopping it as 
soon as they face a comprehension problem.  

Speaking Strategy 8: I use known words and phrases when I do not know how 
to say something. 

The highest percentage of use was found at the ‘quite frequently’ point of the 
scale. A total of 48.5% of intermediate students stated using this strategy ‘quite 
frequently’, while 43.8% of advanced and 38.9% of beginner students also made 
use of the strategy ‘quite frequently’. Although this strategy is considered as a 
tool for not interrupting communication when interacting in English, it is not a 
resource used to its full potential by students at all three levels. Thus it is 
important to provide students with strategy training to enable them to 
compensate for unknown knowledge in order to keep their conversation going. 

Speaking Strategy 9: I structure some ideas in my mind before speaking. 

Students at all three levels make use of this strategy ‘quite frequently’. The 
highest percentage is among intermediate students, at 43.6%, while the lowest 
percentage of use is among beginner students, at 39.6, perhaps because 
beginners are in the process of acquiring vocabulary and structures. However, it 
is important to make students aware of the importance of giving some structure 
to their ideas from the beginner level. 

Speaking Strategy 10: To gain time, I use fillers such as: and, well, etc. 

A total of 46.5% of beginner students stated using this strategy ‘quite 
frequently’. Lower percentages at the same point of the scale were reported by 
intermediate students (43.6%) and advanced students (38.8%). It may be that 
students at intermediate and advanced levels have more resources to keep a 
conversation going so that they do not tend to use this strategy as frequently as 
beginner students. However, it is important to make students aware of the use 
of fillers in order to sound more natural. Students should also be introduced to a 
range of fillers in order not to limit their use to one or two. 

Speaking Strategy 11: I repeat the last word or phrase I said to gain time. This 
strategy is not a prevalent one among students in the five universities, since 
most of them reported using it only ‘sometimes’ when speaking in English. The 
highest percentage of use was found at the ‘sometimes’ point of the scale by 
intermediate students (47.2%), followed by beginner students (45.5%) and 
advanced students (36.4%). Students should be trained to use this strategy as a 
tool to organise their ideas and gain time. 
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Speaking Strategy 12: I do not think too much before speaking so that ideas can 
flow in English. 

This strategy seems not to be predominant among beginner (41.0%) and 
intermediate (36.3%) students, since they reported using it only ‘sometimes’ 
when interacting in English. In contrast, 37.5% of advanced students reported 
the use of this strategy ‘quite frequently’. Therefore it seems that beginner and 
intermediate students do not take time to prepare when speaking in English. 
Thus, it is necessary to train students from the lower levels to organise their 
ideas before actually speaking in class activities.  

Speaking Strategy 13: I ask my speaking partner to repeat or explain with 
different words what I did not understand. 

This strategy seems to be widely used by students at all three levels in the five 
public universities. The highest percentage of use is at the ‘almost always’ point 
of the scale among all three levels. A percentage of 42.6 of advanced students 
reported using this strategy ‘almost always’, followed by 42.4% of beginner 
students and 39% of intermediate students. Perhaps students use this strategy 
from the first levels of their language learning and it represents a useful tool, 
since they continue using it at higher levels. 

Speaking Strategy 14: I tell my speaking partner when I do not understand 
something. 

This strategy helps learners to keep the conversation going, but it is not widely 
used by students. The highest percentage of its use was found at the ‘quite 
frequently’ point of the scale among 34.2% of beginner students, followed by 
32.7% of intermediate students. The highest percentage of use reported by 
advanced students was found at the ‘sometimes’ point of the scale, at 32.6%. 
Thus students at higher levels may not use this strategy frequently because they 
do not want to show their lack of proficiency in the language, or because they 
use other resources to aid comprehension. 

Based upon the above analysis, the strategies most often used by students of 
the three levels of proficiency are the following:  

Beginners   
1. If I do not know how to say a word or phrase, I ask a classmate or my 

teacher (‘almost always’). 

2. I use the dictionary to prepare a role play or communicative activity in class 
(‘almost always’). 

3. To gain time, I use fillers such as: and, well, etc. (‘quite frequently’). 

4. I do not think too much before speaking so that ideas can flow in English 
(‘sometimes’). 

5. I tell my speaking partner when I do not understand something (‘quite 
frequently’).    
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The strategy used most by beginners is asking a classmate or a teacher for the 
unknown vocabulary or structure, which is understandable because these 
students are starting to build a vocabulary corpus and to manage certain basic 
structures. Thus it is advisable to train beginner students in other strategies so 
as to provide them with other tools when speaking in English.  

Intermediate 
1. If I do not hear a word or phrase clearly, I relate it to the part of the 

conversation that I understood (‘quite frequently’). 

2. I use known words and phrases when I do not know how to say something 
(‘quite frequently’). 

3. I ask my speaking partner to repeat a word or phrase if I do not hear it clearly 
(‘almost always’).  

4. I structure some ideas in my mind before speaking (‘quite frequently’). 

5. I repeat the last word or phrase I said to gain time (‘sometimes’). 

Intermediate students seem to make more use of their previous knowledge 
when engaged in interactional exchanges in English. These students appear to 
be more confident of their language knowledge, thus making more use of what 
they already know rather than asking a teacher or classmate.  

Advanced 
1. If I do not know how to say a word, I use a synonym or describe what I 

want to say (‘almost always’). 

2. If I do not know how to say a word in English, I say it in Spanish 
(‘sometimes’). 

3. If I do not know how to say a word or phrase, I use gestures and my hands 
(‘quite frequently’). 

4. I ask my speaking partner to repeat a word or phrase if I do not hear it 
clearly (‘almost always’). 

5. I ask my speaking partner to repeat or explain with different words what I 
did not understand (‘almost always’). 

Advanced students use more complex strategies, as shown above. It seems that 
these students feel more confident in their language knowledge and use more 
interactional strategies that are present in real-life oral exchanges.  

The results of the second stage of the study reported similar results to those 
obtained in the first stage with the UQROO students. Beginner students use 
speaking strategies to compensate for their lack of knowledge; intermediate 
students tend to make more use of their previously acquired knowledge, 
resorting to language that they already know; and advanced students seem to 
use more strategies that allow them to continue the conversation without 
interrupting the flow. These students appear to be using different strategies in 
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accordance with their language proficiency. This is in line with results found in 
other studies such as Vandergrift (2003) and Griffiths (2003). 

Conclusions 
The purpose of the study was to find out which speaking strategies students of 
these five public universities were using the most. It is important to note that 
although students from all five universities tend to use a range of strategies 
during their degree years, it seems that they tend to use different strategies at 
specific levels of language proficiency. This does not imply that students of 
different levels do not use other strategies. Participants at the three levels of 
proficiency identified using all the strategies reported by UQROO students in the 
preliminary study, but at different rates of frequency. The results that emerged 
from students’ questionnaires support the observations made in existing 
literature. For instance, Griffiths (2003) found that advanced students tend to 
use more sophisticated and interactive strategies than lower-level students. The 
same result was found in Vandergrift’s (2003) study, where more proficient 
learners employed metacognitive strategies more frequently than less proficient 
learners. Thus, it seems that levels of proficiency influence the type of strategy 
employed by learners. 

Students in this study from the five public universities seem to use a wide range 
of speaking strategies in their language classes. Students at UNACH and 
UNACAR appear to use more speaking strategies than students at the other 
universities. This study focused on student’ use of the SLLQ; thus there is no 
information on whether the teachers at these two institutions (UNACH and 
UNACAR) encouraged or trained students explicitly on the use of speaking 
strategies. The purpose of this study was to explore which strategies the 
students of the five universities used the most in order to develop a framework 
of strategy training for future use at UQROO. The results are encouraging, and 
provide us with valuable data that will allow teachers in the different BAs in ELT 
to analyse which strategies to introduce at the different English levels in order to 
give students the tools to maintain a natural flow in their spoken English. The 
three strategies used the most by students from the five universities are: asking 
for repetition, the use of paraphrasing or a synonym for unknown words, and 
asking for clarification of a message. The results will allow researchers to 
propose which strategies will be of more benefit for students at different 
language levels. 

It is important to emphasise that teachers should implement strategy training in 
language courses. My suggestion is to intersperse speaking strategies in 
communicative activities designed by teachers, with some time devoted to 
demonstrating and to explaining the rationale behind each strategy. Thus, 
strategies should be presented and demonstrated first, with teachers then 
allowing time for practice of the strategy. Once a strategy has been practised for 
some time, a new strategy should be introduced. Next, teachers should 
encourage the use of those strategies already introduced in class activities so 
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that students use as many strategies as possible in their learning process. 
Providing strategy training for students will hopefully help them to take better 
advantage of their learning.   

References 
Canale, M. (1983). From communicative competence to communicative language pedagogy. In J. 

C. Richards & R. W. Schmidt (Eds.), Language and Communication (2-27). Harlow, UK: 
Longman. 

Chamot, A. U. (2005). Language learning strategy instruction: Current issues and research. 
Annual Review of applied Linguistics, 25, 112-130. 

Chen, Y. (2007). Learning to learn: The impact of strategy training. ELT Journal, 61(1), 20-29. 

Cohen,  A.  (1998).Strategies in Learning and Using a Second Language.  New York: Longman. 

Dörnyei, Z. & Scott, M. L. (1995). Communication strategies: An empirical analysis with 
retrospection. In J.S. Turley & K. Lusby (Eds.), Selected Papers from the Proceedings of the 
21st Annual Symposium of the Deseret Language and Linguistics Society (155-168). Provo, UT: 
Brigham Young University. 

Ellis, G. & Sinclair, B. (1989). Learning to Learn English. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Gallagher-Brett, A. (2007). What do learners’ beliefs about speaking reveal about their awareness 
of learning strategies? Language Learning Journal 35(1), 37-49. 

Griffiths, C. (2003). Patterns of language learning strategy use. System 31, 367-383. 

Hedge, T. (2000). Teaching and Learning in the Language Classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Issitt, S. (2008). Improving scores in the IELTS speaking test. ELT Journal 62(2), 131-138. 

Kellerman, E. (1991). Compensatory strategies in second language research: A critique, a revision, 
and some (non-) implications for the classroom. In R. Phillipson, L. Selinker, M. Sharwood 
Smith and M. Swain (Eds.), Foreign/Second Language Pedagogy Research (142-161). 
Clevendon, UK: Multilingual Matters. 

Méndez, M. (2007). Developing speaking strategies. In M. Méndez and A. Marín (Eds.), Effects of 
Strategy Training on the Development of Language Skills (73-102). Estado de México: 
Pomares-UQROO. 

Méndez, M. and Marín, A. (2007). Effects of Strategy Training on the Development of Language 
Skills. Estado de México: Pomares-UQROO. 

Mugford, G. (2007). How rude! Teaching impoliteness in the second-language classroom. ELT 
Journal, 62(4), 374-384. 

Naiman, N., Frohlich, M., Stern, H. and Todesco, A. (1978). The Good Language Learner. Toronto: 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. 

Nakatani, Y. (2005). The effects of awareness-raising training on oral communication strategy use. 
Modern Language Journal, 89 (1), 76-91. 

O’Malley, J. M. and Chamot, A. U. (1990). Learning Strategies in Second Language Acquisition. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Oxford, R. L. (1990). Language Learning Strategies: What Every Teacher Should Know. Rowley: 
Newbury House. 

Rubin, J. (1975). What the “good language learner” can teach us. TESOL Quarterly, 9, 41-51. 

Rubin, J. (1981). The study of cognitive processes in second language learning. Applied Linguistics, 
2, 117-131. 

Stern, H. H. (1975). What can we learn from the good language learner? Canadian Modern 
Language Review, 31, 304-318. 



MEXTESOL Journal, Volume 35, Number 1, 2011 16 

 

Tudor, I. (1996). Learner-Centeredness as Language Education. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Vandergrift, L. (2003) Orchestrating strategy use: Towards a model of the skilled L2 listener. 
Language Learning, 53, 461-494.  

 



MEXTESOL Journal, Volume 35, Number 1, 2011 17 

 

Appendix 1 Questionnaire for UQROO Students (in the First Stage) 

Informe Individual sobre Estrategias de Aprendizaje al Hablar en Inglés 

Iniciales: ____________Grupo: ________ Semestre: ______ Fecha: _________ 

Introducción: Este informe tiene como propósito recabar información acerca de las 
estrategias que utilizas al hablar en inglés dentro y fuera del salón de clases, cuando 
interactúas con tus compañeros, con tu profesor(a) y quizá con hablantes del inglés. 
Cabe señalar que esto no es una evaluación de que tan bueno eres para hablar en 
inglés, al contrario, es una forma de saber más acerca de ti como estudiante de inglés.  

Instrucciones: Este informe consta de cuatro secciones. Cada sección tiene una 
oración general de completamiento, seguida de algunos ejemplos de estrategias que 
completan la primera parte de la oración. Por favor, lee la primera parte de la oración y 
complétala con oraciones que describan tus estrategias de aprendizaje al hablar en 
inglés.  

Recuerda que puedes contestar ya sea en inglés o español. Si tienes alguna duda, 
pregúntale al investigador.  

Nota: No tienes que escribir en forma de párrafo. Basta con que escribas oraciones 
separadas.  

Sección I. Desconocimiento de vocabulario o estructuras. 

Cuando quiero decir algo y no sé cómo decirlo en inglés yo: 
Uso una palabra o frase relacionada. 
Cambio la conversación. 
Creo o invento una palabra. 

Sección II. Palabras o frases no escuchadas claramente. 

Cuando no escucho claramente la palabra o frase dicha por mi interlocutor yo: 
Pido la explicación del significado de la palabra o frase. 
Trato de adivinar lo escuchado. 
Parafraseo el mensaje de mi interlocutor para confirmar que he entendido 
correctamente. 

Sección III. Uso de recursos para ganar tiempo. 

Cuando estoy pensando que decir o expresar yo: 
Uso palabras de relleno. 
Repito lo que ha dicho mi interlocutor una o dos veces para ganar tiempo. 
Repito una palabra o frase varias veces mientras pienso en lo que voy a decir. 

Sección IV.  No entendimiento del mensaje recibido. 

Cuando no entiendo una palabra o frase dicha yo: 
Finjo que entendí y sigo con la conversación. 
Pregunto directamente a mi interlocutor. 
Expreso no entendimiento. 

Importante: Puedes escribir más oraciones que describan tus estrategias de 
aprendizaje al hablar en inglés que no están consideradas en las tres secciones 
anteriores. Recuerda que cualquier información relacionada con estrategias para hablar 
en inglés es relevante para este estudio.  
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Appendix 2 Strategy Language Learning Questionnaire (SLLQ) 

 
UNIVERSIDAD DE QUINTANA ROO 
DIVISIÓN DE CIENCIAS POLÍTICAS Y HUMANIDADES 
DEPARTAMENTO DE LENGUA Y EDUCACIÓN 
CUESTIONARIO DE ESTRATEGIAS DE APRENDIZAJE DEL INGLÉS 
 

 
Estimado Estudiante: 
Este cuestionario fue diseñado para saber de qué manera aprendes o estudias el idioma 
inglés al interactuar con tus compañeros, profesores y quizá con angloparlantes o 
cuando estudias solo. 
Por favor, nota que esta no es una evaluación de qué tan buen aprendiz eres, sino más 
bien, es una forma de llegar a conocerte mejor como estudiante de inglés.  
Instrucciones: 
Lee la oración y escoge una respuesta encerrando con un círculo el número (del 1 al 4 
abajo) que más se aplique a lo que haces cuando aprendes inglés. Por favor, revisa la 
forma de responder abajo y sólo informa lo que realmente haces al aprender inglés. 
1) Casi nunca  2) Pocas veces  3) Muchas veces   4) Casi siempre 
 
Sección I: Al escuchar un audio en inglés. 
Antes de escuchar la actividad: 
1. Leo las preguntas con anterioridad.                                                       1 2 3 4 
2. Me fijo en el título o el tema o las ilustraciones para imaginarme de 

qué va a tratar el audio.                                                                      
1 2 3 4 

3. Relaciono el tema con alguna experiencia previa propia o de alguien 
más.                                                                                  

1 2 3 4 

4. Trato de recordar palabras relacionadas con el tema.                       1 2 3 4 
Mientras escucho: 
5. Identifico o reconozco qué tipo de audio es (ej. diálogo, monólogo, 

etc.).                      
1 2 3 4 

6. Me imagino lugares, personas o situaciones con respecto al tema. 1 2 3 4 
7. Me concentro en obtener información para responder las preguntas 

que me hacen. 
1 2 3 4 

8. Defino palabras y situaciones por contexto del audio.  1 2 3 4 
9. Pongo atención al acento y velocidad del que habla. 1 2 3 4 
10. Me fijo en la entonación y énfasis de las palabras.  1 2 3 4 
11. Pongo atención para reconocer palabras claves. 1 2 3 4 
12. Identifico la idea principal. 1 2 3 4 
13. Tomo notas mientras escucho. 1 2 3 4 
14. Utilizo abreviaturas al tomar notas. 1 2 3 4 
 
Sección II: Al comunicarme en inglés. 
Si desconozco vocabulario o estructura para continuar la conversación: 
1. Si no sé cómo decir una palabra o frase le pregunto al maestro o a 

un compañero. 
1 2 3 4 

2. Al preparar una actividad oral (role play, discusión, presentación), 1 2 3 4 
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uso el diccionario.  
3. Si no sé cómo decir una palabra utilizo un sinónimo, palabra 

parecida o describo lo que quiero decir. 
1 2 3 4 

4. Si no sé cómo decir una palabra en inglés la digo en español. 1 2 3 4 
5. Si no sé cómo decir una palabra o frase, utilizo gestos o ademanes. 1 2 3 4 
Si no escucho claramente la frase u oración dicha por mi interlocutor: 
6. Le pido a mi interlocutor que repita una palabra o frase si no 

escucho claramente. 
1 2 3 4 

7. La relaciono con lo que entiendo de la conversación. 1 2 3 4 
Para hacer tiempo mientras pienso qué  decir: 
8. Utilizo palabras y frases ya conocidas cuando no sé cómo decir algo. 1 2 3 4 
9. Primero estructuro la idea  en mi mente y después la digo 1 2 3 4 
10. Utilizo palabras de relleno como…and…well…etc. 1 2 3 4 
11. Repito la última palabra o frase que dije. 1 2 3 4 
12. No pienso mucho en lo que voy a decir, sólo hablo (para que las 

ideas fluyan en inglés). 
1 2 3 4 

Si no entiendo el mensaje recibido: 
13. Le pido a mi interlocutor que lo repita o lo explique con otras 

palabras. 
1 2 3 4 

14. Le digo que no entendí. 1 2 3 4 
 
SECCIÓN III: Al enfrentarme a un texto de lectura en inglés. 
Antes de leer: 
1. Tengo un objetivo claro al leer un texto determinado (ej. Contestar 

preguntas, hacer resúmenes, por interés personal, etc.). 
1 2 3 4 

2. Leo el título del texto para saber el tema de la lectura. 1 2 3 4 
3. Pienso en lo que voy a leer y traigo a la mente lo que sé del tema. 1 2 3 4 
4. Trato de predecir el contenido del texto haciendo una lectura rápida. 1 2 3 4 
5. Le doy una ojeada al texto para saber cuál es su estructura (ej. si 

tiene cuadros, ilustraciones, negritas, resúmenes, etc.).                               
1 2 3 4 

Mientras leo: 
6. Hago una lectura rápida para conocer qué es lo esencial del texto. 1 2 3 4 
7. Subrayo lo que considero más importante o relevante del texto. 1 2 3 4 
8. Hago anotaciones en hoja aparte o al margen del texto. 1 2 3 4 
9. Si no entiendo una palabra clave, trato de inferir su significado por el 

contexto. 
1 2 3 4 

Después de leer: 
11. Reflexiono sobre lo que he leído, conciliando la idea general del 

texto, su título y mis expectativas. 
1 2 3 4 

12. Me pongo  a pensar en los objetivos, propósitos, estilo o actitud del 
autor. 

1 2 3 4 

13. Pienso en la legitimidad del texto al analizar el autor, la casa 
editora, el año de edición. 

1 2 3 4 

14. Hago representaciones gráficas, resúmenes escritos o fichas del 
contenido del texto. 

1 2 3 4 

 
SECCIÓN IV: Al llevar a cabo el proceso de escritura. 
Antes de iniciar el proceso de escritura: 
1. Leo las instrucciones para saber de qué se trata la actividad y para 1 2 3 4 
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identificar el tipo  de escritura que voy a realizar.                                                                                                   
2. Después de leer las instrucciones, planifico cómo voy a abordar la 

actividad.                                   
1 2 3 4 

3. Generalmente realizo un bosquejo escrito o mental  para organizar 
mis ideas. 

1 2 3 4 

4. Hago un bosquejo que implique escribir palabras aisladas afines al 
tema.                                                                                         

1 2 3 4 

5. Hago un bosquejo que implique escribir oraciones sueltas 
relacionadas al tema.                                                                                         

1 2 3 4 

Durante el proceso de escritura: 
6. Plasmo mis ideas mediante la elaboración de párrafos y oraciones a 

manera de borrador.              
1 2 3 4 

7. Conforme al tipo de escrito que realizo, identifico y determino la 
oración temática principal (topic sentence).                                                                                                                                

1 2 3 4 

8. Recurro a mi conocimiento previo del tema con el fin de darle 
continuidad a mi escritura.                

1 2 3 4 

9. Al estructurar la actividad de escritura, primero selecciono 
vocabulario, frases y escrituras que   conozco y sé utilizar de 
acuerdo con la situación y  el contexto.                      

1 2 3 4 

10. Utilizo el diccionario o traductor electrónico cuando no sé el 
significado de una palabra o su  ortografía.                                                                                                                                       

1 2 3 4 

11. Pienso primero la idea en español para después buscar 
equivalentes en inglés.                            

1 2 3 4 

12. Para continuar redactando, leo lo que escribí previamente, retomo 
las ideas y las relaciono con las anteriores.                                                                                                           

1 2 3 4 

13. Reviso la redacción del borrador en términos de vocabulario, 
ortografía y uso de mayúsculas.                                                                                                                              

1 2 3 4 

14. Antes de escribir el párrafo de conclusión realizo una revisión 
general para constatar que concuerde  con la idea principal del 
texto (topic sentence). 

1 2 3 4 

Después de finalizar el proceso de escritura: 
15. Una vez que termino de redactar el escrito, lo vuelvo a leer para 

conformar una versión final.      
1 2 3 4 

16. Llevo a cabo una revisión y edición (ortografía, gramática, selección 
de palabras, conectores, coherencia y forma).                                                                                                          

1 2 3 4 

17. En caso de que haya requisitos muy específicos como número de 
palabras, realizo la verificación correspondiente.                                                                                                  

1 2 3 4 

 
Sección V: Al tratar con palabras desconocidas.                             
Cómo deduzco el significado de las palabras desconocidas: 
1. Adivino el significado con la ayuda de las palabras que ya sé y se 

encuentran en la oración o párrafo. 
1 2 3 4 

2. Adivino el significado por medio del tema del texto o lectura en los 
que encuentro la palabra. 

1 2 3 4 

Cómo utilizo los diccionarios: 
3. Busco la palabra en un diccionario Inglés-Español (bilingüe).  1 2 3 4 
4. Busco la palabra en un diccionario Inglés-Inglés (monolingüe). 1 2 3 4 
5. Busco la palabra en el diccionario y verifico los ejemplos y/o frases 

hechas. 
1 2 3 4 

A quién le pregunto y qué información solicito: 
6. Les pido a mis compañeros, amigos y/o maestros la traducción de la 1 2 3 4 
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palabra al español. 
7. Les pido a mis compañeros, amigos y/o maestros la definición en 

inglés. 
1 2 3 4 

Dónde llevo mis apuntes de palabras nuevas: 
8. Escribo palabras nuevas en los márgenes del libro o donde 

encuentro la palabra (dentro del texto). 
1 2 3 4 

Lo que escribo sobre las palabras nuevas: 
9.   Escribo las palabras nuevas junto con su traducción en español. 1 2 3 4 
10. Escribo las palabras nuevas y sus definiciones en inglés. 1 2 3 4 
Cómo organizo mis apuntes de vocabulario: 
11. Escribo las palabras nuevas en el orden que van apareciendo. 1 2 3 4 
12. Utilizo diferentes recursos para resaltar las palabras que considero 

importantes (ej. letras en mayúsculas, marca textos, asteriscos u 
otros).  

1 2 3 4 

Lo que repito para ayudarme a memorizar o retener palabras nuevas:   
A. Formas en las que hago repetición 
13. Repito la palabra mentalmente, por escrito o en voz alta. 1 2 3 4 
B. Información que repito 
14. Repito sólo la palabra en inglés (ej. turnip, turnip, turnip, turnip, 

turnip). 
1 2 3 4 

15. Digo la palabra junto con su traducción en español (ej. turnip–
nabo). 

1 2 3 4 

Asociaciones que hago para ayudarme a retener palabras nuevas: 
16. Asocio palabras nuevas con una palabra parecida al español (ej. 

cognados como relation y relación). 
1 2 3 4 

17. Asocio palabras nuevas con el lugar donde las veo o escucho (ej. 
libros, películas, canciones, revistas, situaciones). 

1 2 3 4 

Lo que hago para practicar o consolidar palabras nuevas: 
18. Utilizo palabras nuevas en mi conversación diaria o cuando escribo 

en inglés. 
1 2 3 4 

19. Busco oportunidades para encontrar palabras nuevas o repasar mi 
vocabulario en inglés (ej. Leer revistas, ver películas en inglés, 
utilizar internet, escuchar la radio, etc.). 

1 2 3 4 

Sección VI.  Acerca de ti. Por favor proporciona la información que se solicita. 

1. Universidad (iniciales):  ________________  Fecha______________________ 
2. Materia de inglés que llevó en la licenciatura: _______________________________ 
3. Sexo:  _______________  Edad: ______________   
4. He estudiado inglés en la licenciatura durante: ______ años y ______ meses. 
5. He tomado cursos de inglés fuera de la universidad durante:   _______ años y 

______ meses. 
6. Me considero alumno  ___ principiante,  ___ intermedio,  ___ avanzado de inglés. 
7. Estudio o estudié  los siguientes idiomas aparte del inglés: ____________________. 
8. He estado en (países de habla inglesa) ____________________ durante _____ 

años y _____ meses. 
9. De mi familia ¿quién o quiénes saben inglés? ______________________________ 
10. Veo televisión o escucho radio mayormente en inglés.  ___ sí  ___ no 
11. Utilizo Internet mayormente en inglés.  ___ sí  ___ no 
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12. He recibido cursos sobre estrategias o técnicas generales de aprendizaje/estudio.  
___ sí ___ no 

13. He recibido cursos sobre estrategias de aprendizaje de una lengua extranjera.   
 ___ sí  ___ no 
 


