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Learning strategies and causal attributions in second language learning

IZABELA SORIC and JADRANKA ANCIC

Although in itself “motivation to learn” is a complex multifaceted construct, according to Dornyei (2001), the
picture becomes even more complex when the motivation to learn a foreign/second language is concerned. It seems
that a better understanding of the dynamic relationship between learners’ use of language learning strategies and the
causal attributions they make for their achievement in language learning is necessary in order to direct and improve
learners’ motivation. The present study was an attempt to analyse some aspects of this relationship. The sample
consisted of 236 primary and secondary school students who learn English as a second (foreign) language. First, the
students assessed their achievement in English (the mid-term grade) either as success or failure. After that two self-
report questionnaires were applied: The Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (Oxford, 1990) and The Causal
Attribution Scale (Sori¢, 1998). Obtained analyses showed that relationships between learning strategies and causal
attributions are very complex, especially in the case of academic failure. Learning strategies were the significant
predictors of the causal attributions which both successful and unsuccessful students made for their performance in
second language learning. The patterns of these relationships, however, are quite different for successful and unsuc-

cessful students.
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Although in itself “motivation to learn” is a complex
multifaceted construct, according to Dornyei (2001), the
picture becomes even more complex when the motivation
to learn a foreign/second language (L2) is concerned since
L2 is a “learnable” school subject as well as socially and
culturally bound (it requires the integration of elements of
the L2 culture into student’s life space). In a similar man-
ner Gardner (1979) points out that in the second language
acquisition the student is faced with the task of not simply
learning new information which is part of his own culture
but rather with the task of acquiring symbolic elements of
a different ethno linguistic community. Thus, many studies
have recently looked into a number of personal, social and
contextual variables which may be motivational determi-
nants of second language acquisition.

In the past few decades researchers have identified many
factors which account for some of the differences in how
students learn a second language. The most debatable is-
sue in this context is “How do successful language learners
learn?”. Investigations into the features of successful lan-
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guage learners attempt to determine what their characteris-
tics are and what procedures they follow. As a result, an ac-
tive role of the learner in the language learning process has
been acknowledged. Rohrkemper and Corno (1988) suggest
that the highest cognitive engagement students use to learn
is self-regulated learning. Similarly, Baumert, Schnabel,
and Lehrke (1998) claim that self-regulated learning is the
ability to develop knowledge, skills and attitudes which en-
hance and facilitate future learning and which can be trans-
ferred to other learning situations. Self regulated learning,
therefore, entails an integrated use of students’ “skill” and
“will”. (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990). Self-regulation is an
interaction of personal, behavioural and environmental tri-
adic processes which are proactively, as well as reactively,
adapted for the attainment of personal goals (Zimmerman,
2000). This perspective distinguishes three cyclical phases
of self-regulation of learning: a forethought phase, a per-
formance or volitional control phase and a self-reflection
phase. The performance (volitional) control phase involves
processes that occur during learning and affect attention and
action. One of the key factors in this phase of self regulated
learning is the students’ capability to select, combine and
manage learning strategies. Similarly, Garcia (1995) noted
that self-regulated learning behaviour was often interpreted
in the light of the students’ use of learning strategies for the
self-regulation of cognition and behaviour.

Oxford (1990) defines learning strategies as “opera-
tions used by the learner to aid the acquisition, storage or
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retrieval of information”. She states that learning strategies
are “specific actions taken by the learner to make learning
easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more ef-
fective and more transferable to new situations”. Generally,
learning strategies are specific actions learners use to im-
prove their learning (what they do to learn and what they
do to regulate their learning). Research examining the role
of learning strategies in academic achievement shows that
higher achievers tend to report greater use of all strategies
than lower achievers. (Pintrich, 1989; Schiefele & Krapp,
1995; Chye, Walker, & Smith, 1997; Zimmerman, 2001,
etc). At least three categories of learning strategies could be
differentiated: cognitive strategies, metacognitive strategies
and resource management strategies (Pintrich & Schunk,
1996). Cognitive and metacognitive strategies have been
rather broadly researched and are recognized as effective
ways of learning (Zimmerman, 2001; Pintrich, 2003).

During the past few decades intensive research has been
conducted into identifying the strategies learners employ
to facilitate their learning. Different data sources includ-
ing interviews, questionnaires, “think-aloud” procedures,
discourse analyses, learner diaries, etc. have been analysed.
As a result, an extensive list of learning strategies essential
for successful language learning has been compiled. Many
researchers in this area have attempted to make taxonomy
of the classes of actions (specific learning strategies) which
learners use to learn (classifying actions into different
categories and labelling these categories). In this way, as
Woods (1997) noticed, the term “strategy” in the literature
“has come to refer not to exactly what learners do, but to
the researchers’ generalized categories or classes of things
they do”. In a similar manner, Oxford (1990) argued that
“any existing system of strategies is only a proposal to be
tested through practical use and through research...., there is
no complete agreement on what exactly strategies are; how
many exist; how they should be defined, demarcated and
categorised......” Paris and Cunningham (1995) also empha-
sised that there was no consensus on a single taxonomy of
learning strategies. For this reason various taxonomies have
been proposed by different authors.

Oxford (1990) developed The Strategy Inventory for
Language Learning (SILL), designed to assess learners’ ex-
isting strategies and covering all the main aspects of learning
strategies for language learning. In this taxonomy strategies
are divided into two strategy orientations and six strategy
groups. The direct learning orientation is divided into three
subclasses: memory, cognitive and compensation strategies.
The indirect learning orientation involves metacognitive,
affective and social strategies. Finally, each of these sub-
classes can be further subdivided into more specific actions.
Direct strategies are linked to learning the language itself
(e.g. identification, retention, storage or retrieval of word
phrases etc) while indirect strategies are concerned with the
general management of learning (strategies for planning,
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organizing and evaluating, as well as those for regulating
emotions, motivation and attitudes). Rausch (2000) argues
that Oxford’s model outlines a comprehensive, multilev-
elled and theoretically well-conceived taxonomy which en-
compass a continuum of language learning strategies.

According to Woods (1997), the above mentioned prob-
lem of taxonomy becomes more apparent due to the com-
plexity of strategy use, i.e. taxonomy does not give us an
opportunity to understand why a learner uses a particular
strategy at a particular time in a particular context. Based
on the recognition that there are differences in strategies
used by individual students, researchers have made at-
tempts to identify the factors which affect strategy choice
and use. Many important factors have been found to relate
to the choice and use of language learning strategies, such
as learning goals, learners’ self-awareness and self-esteem,
attitudes, learning experience, learners’ beliefs, anxiety, age
and gender (Woods, 1997; Oxford & Ehrman, 1995; Schunk,
2001; Pintrich, 2003). It has also been established that the
use of language learning strategies is linked to personality
type (Merrifield, 1996). The results of such research em-
phasise the complexity and dynamism in strategy use and it
should not be surprising that a number of crucial issues in
this area are still open.

In spite of the fact that, according to Dornyei (2001),
theoretical significance of causal attributions in language
learning motivation has been repeatedly pointed out in the
literature, very little research has been done into this area.
Weiner (1992) in his attributional theory of motivation and
emotion emphasises people’s explanations of their experi-
ence (achievement) as the main determinants of the way
they think, feel and behave. So, he suggests that attribution
for success or failure influences emotional reactions and
success expectation, which would in turn influence motiva-
tion and subsequent performance.

Attribution research has demonstrated that there were so
many possible causes of achievement outcomes (low abil-
ity, lack of effort, poor strategy, bad luck and so on), but
these diverse and manifestly different causes have common
characteristics or properties. In order to give his model of
causal attributions a more general value in terms of a com-
plete motivation theory of attributions applicable to various
motivation domains, Weiner undertook to form a classifi-
cation scheme or causal taxonomy of these specific causal
explanations. In this respect the first step was to discover the
differences and similarities of causes and identify the hidden
dimensions of causality. Three basic dimensions of causality
were identified: locus (internal vs. external causes), stability
(stable vs. unstable causes) and controllability (controllable
vs. uncontrollable causes). Although some problems related
to this scheme still remain unsolved (e.g. can an external
cause be controllable or are the suggested dimensions inde-
pendent), Weiner considers that future research will provide
answers to these questions and believes that along with it
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some other dimensions of causality will be identified. Gen-
erally, for Weiner, causal dimensions are to a certain extent
constant, unchangeable, but the location of each and every
specific cause along those dimensions is changeable; it var-
ies from person to person and from situation to situation.
The theoretical meaning of different causal attributions is
consistent with the meaning to the person who is making the
causal attribution (Weiner, 1992).

The next, most frequently suggested, causal dimension
of globality was introduced by Abramson, Seligman and
Teasdale (1978; according to Weiner, 1985.) with the as-
sumption that some causes were situational specific while
others were more general. For instance, an individual may
attribute his or her failure in mathematics to inferior math-
ematical ability (specific) or low intelligence (global). The
argument supporting the specific-global dimension has been
acknowledged by Weiner, but he warns that first, the fea-
tures of the specific-global dimension cannot be determined
in a single empirical study and second, it remains unknown
whether this distinction was noted by the subjects them-
selves or whether it was produced by theoreticians. There-
fore, he allows for the possibility that globality might be an
essential feature of cause but recommends additional testing
before that possibility is fully accepted. As these causal di-
mensions were derived logically, they underwent empirical
tests, most of which confirmed the theoretical assumptions
(Russell, McAuley, & Tarico, 1987; Weiner, 1996).

Attributional research efforts have concentrated mainly
on two directions: how people come to causal attributions
(antecedents of causal attributions) and what effects these
attributions have on their future behaviour (consequences
of causal attributions). Weiner (1992) also dealt with the
psychological consequences of causal attributions and their
dimensions, where he mostly studied the relations between
causal attributions of achievement and the variations of fu-
ture success expectancy, as well as the affective reactions
and subsequent behaviour. A number of studies have shown
that the greatest motivational learning problems are associ-
ated with the students’ attributions of their failure to inter-
nal, stable and uncontrollable causes (such as low ability).
In such cases, the students need to be retrained to make in-
ternal, unstable and controllable failure attributions (such
as insufficient effort). However, diligent but unsuccessful
students could feel frustrated and hopeless if they make ef-
fort attributions for their failures (Spaulding, 1992). Learn-
ers who believe that their success depends almost entirely
on effort may begin to doubt their ability (they try as hard
as possible but do not succeed). Therefore, some authors
suggest that these students should be directed to the cogni-
tive processes or strategies they used while studying rather
than to the effort failure attributions. In attribution retrain-
ing intervention, students receive motivational feedback de-
scribing the contribution of effort, ability and strategy use in

successful performance (Dweck, 2000). Thus, they learn to
assess their capabilities better and increase their persistence
at learning tasks and improve performance.

In the language learning context, theoretical significance
of causal attributions can be recognized in the fact that se-
cond language acquisition does not often reach the desired
level of proficiency despite the amount of expended effort
and time. Therefore for most learners language learning is
associated with some kind of failure. The type of attribu-
tions the learner has made for his failure in second language
learning (L2) has important implications for his future moti-
vation to learn (his approach to a subsequent learning task).

Williams and Burden (1999; according to Dornyei, 2001)
examined the developmental aspects of casual attributions in
L2 context. Ten to twelve-year-old children reported listen-
ing and concentration as the main reason for success while
older children provided a wider range of attributions such
as ability, level of work and influence of others. Dornyei
(2001) pointed out that failure which is attributed to sta-
ble and uncontrollable factors (such as low ability) hinders
future achievement behaviour, whereas failure which is at-
tributed to unstable and controllable factors (such as lack of
effort or poor learning strategy) has better implications for
future achievement behaviours. In this context the attribu-
tional aspect of motivationally effective feedback is crucial.
By using effective feedback which promotes internal, unsta-
ble and controllable attribution teachers can help students
to evaluate their achievements in a positive manner and en-
courage them to think that they can do better in the future.

As described earlier, learning strategies are proven to
play an important role in second language learning. One
way of promoting the successful choice and use of learning
strategies is by giving students motivational strategy feed-
back which encourages them to attribute their achievement
to sufficient ability and reasonable effort. Such feedback
points out what learners do in the process of learning (which
strategies they use to accomplish a task) rather than simply
placing emphasis on effort.

It seems that a better understanding of the dynamic rela-
tionship between learners’ use of language learning strate-
gies and the causal attributions they make for their achieve-
ment in language learning is necessary in order to direct
and improve learners’ motivation. The present study is an
attempt to analyse some aspects of this relationship by ad-
dressing the following research issues:

1. To investigate differences in the use of learning strat-
egies and in causal attributions for attained achievement
between younger and older language learners as well as be-
tween successful and unsuccessful language learners.

2. To examine to what extent the used learning strate-
gies predict the causal attributions for the language learning
outcomes.
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METHOD

Sample

The sample consisted of 236 primary and secondary
school students who learn English as a second (foreign) lan-
guage (92 students of seventh and eight grade of primary
school and 144 students of first and second grade of second-
ary (grammar) school).

Instruments

Student’s subjective assessment of their achievement.
First, the students assessed their achievement in English (the
mid-term grade) either as success or failure. We believed
that each student’s subjective assessment of their achieve-
ment was more important than the actual grade itself since
in reality the same grade may be experienced as success by a
bad student and as failure by a good student. It is the percep-
tion of our own achievement as success or failure that the
causal attributions we make for that achievement depend
on and, thereby, all the cognitive expectations, emotional
and behavioural consequences of such attributions. For this
reason we made a decision to use the students’ subjective
assessment of their own achievement as a measure of their
successfulness in second language learning rather than the
objective grade.

Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL). Re-
becca Oxford’s Strategy Inventory for Language Learning
(SILL) is designed to investigate strategies used in learning
English as a foreign language (Oxford, 1990). SILL con-
sists of 56 items. The students had to indicate on a five-
point Likert scale to what extent they used the learning
strategies included in the questionnaire. In present study a
Croatian adaptation of this questionnaire was used (An¢ié,
2003). The original SILL questionnaire was translated by
three independent translators and the best version (reached
by their consensus) was then administrated to the sample of
225 primary and secondary school students. The six factor
hypothetical structure (Remembering more effectively, Us-
ing all your mental processes, Compensating for missing
knowledge, Organizing and evaluating your learning, Man-
aging your emotions and Learning with others) was tested.
When the Croatian results were compared to those obtained
by Oxford (1990) with her original SILL questionnaire, it
was revealed that the content significantly overlapped in the
first four factors. The majority of our factors comprised the
same items as the original factors, with only a few items
“being transferred” to another factor due to a somewhat
different connotation those items had when translated into
Croatian. The biggest difference was in the fifth factor of the
Croatian SILL questionnaire, which is actually a combina-
tion of the factors five and six of the original questionnaire.
(Learning with others and Managing your emotions). The
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explanation is probably in the very content of the items as
most items on the subscale Learning with others actually
mean requiring assistance from those who are better in Eng-
lish. Therefore, it is not surprising that these items should
combine with those referring to managing negative emo-
tions which invariably accompany failure in learning Eng-
lish (fear, tension etc). Learning with others may be partly
a strategy for managing emotions so that negative emotions
could be shared and overcome with the help of others. On
the basis of the obtained results five subscales were formed,
which give five different strategies for learning English (for
details see Anci¢, 2003).

According to Anci¢ (2003) the structure of the learning
strategies in the translated and adapted questionnaire bears a
great similarity to the original SILL questionnaire, although
the samples come from a different cultural milieu. In our
study Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients for five sub-
scales were tested and the values obtained were acceptably
high as follows:

Remembering more effectively (9 items; e.g. I use rhymes to
remember new English words) — Cronbach alpha .77,

Using all your mental processes (11 items; e.g. I use the
English words I know in different ways) - Cronbach alpha
.80;

Compensating for missing knowledge (5 items; e.g. To un-
derstand unfamiliar English words, I make guesses) - Cron-
bach alpha .58;

Organizing and evaluating your knowledge (12 items; e.g. |
try to find as many ways as I can to use my English) - Cron-
bach alpha .86;

Managing your emotions/Learning with others (9 items, e.g.
If I do not understand something in English, I ask the other
person to slow down or say it again) - Cronbach alpha .81;

A slightly lower reliability coefficient for the subscale
Compensation for missing knowledge is not surprising re-
garding the small number of items on this subscale. To ob-
tain overall scores on these learning strategies subscales,
ratings were averaged for all items on each subscale.

The Causal Attribution Scale (CAS). The Causal Attri-
bution Scale (CAS) (Sori¢, 1998) was administrated to as-
sess the causal attributions students used to interpret their
achievement in second language learning. The students
were first asked to indicate the most important reason for
their achievement in language learning (operationalized as
the final mid-term grade in English) and then to rate that
particular reason along the causal dimensions of internal-
ity, stability and globality. Ratings on a 7-point bipolar
scale (from 1 to 7) reflected the extent to which the subjects
believed the cause exhibited these dimensional properties
(e.g. “This cause is external to me”). Each causal dimen-
sion (locus, stability, and globality) was measured by a three
items subscale. Cronbach alpha reliability coefficients for
these subscales were as follows: locus .70, stability .70, and
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globality .62. Slightly lower reliability coefficients for these
subscales are not surprising given the small number (only
three) of items in each subscale. In addition, in previous re-
search in this field reliability coefficients of .60 have been
used as an acceptable level of internal consistency (Hanra-
han, Grove, & Hattie, 1989). Therefore, it was concluded
that these subscales were reliable enough, although only for
research purposes of the present study.

Procedure

Student’s assessment of their achievement in L2 was
filled out first. After that the students filled in two self-re-
port questionnaires: The Strategy Inventory for Language
Learning (Oxford, 1990) and The Causal Attribution Scale
(Sori¢, 1998). The questionnaires were administered to the
students during an English class.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A two-way analysis of variance was applied to test
whether there was any difference between younger (primary
school) and older (secondary school) students, and between
successful and unsuccessful students concerning the use of
learning strategies and the causal achievement attribution in
second language learning (Table 1 and Table 1A).

Table 1
Results of ANOVA (age x successfulness) of the examined variables
Variable Source F p
. . Age 19.40 .001
Managmg gmotlons/ Successfulness 0.18 .67
Learning with others Interaction 0.05 .82
.. Age 11.51 .001
gflir;tzi;ng and Successfulness 2.46 12
& Interaction 0.00 .97
. Age 7.34 .007
C(.)m.p ensating for Successfulness 1.75 .19
missing knowledge Interaction 0.26 .61
. Age 0.94 33
Urs;(r:legssatltlsmental Successfulness 5.48 .02
p Interaction 0.08 77
Remembering more Age 10.63 001
effectivel & Successfulness 0.96 33
y Interaction 0.00 .96
Age 0.15 .70
Stability Successfulness 48.82 .001
Interaction 1.70 .19
Age 0.70 40
Internality* Successfulness 4.88 .03
Interaction 0.25 .62
Age 1.78 18
Globality Successfulness 2.46 12
Interaction 0.39 .53

Note. *A lower value on the internality subscale means that causal assess-
ment is more internal.

Table 14
Means (M) and standard deviations (SD) of examined variables for pri-
mary school students and secondary school students, as well as for
successful and unsuccessful students, separately

Age Perception
of successfulness

Younger Older Successful Unsuccessful
(n=92) (n=144) (n=117) (n=119)
Variables M SO M SO M SD M SD

Managing emo-
tions / Learning 3.42 0.75 296 0.78 320 0.80 3.09 0.80
with others

Organizing and

. 350 073 3.14 072 338 073 3.18 0.74
evaluating

Compensating
for missing 294 078 3.19 070 3.13 0.76 3.05 0.72
knowledge

Usingallmental 5 7 6o 334 071 351 073 328 0.66

processes

ii‘r‘f?flf’:cr:gily 286 0.65 256 066 274 069 2.61 065
Stability 452 175 438 157 511 141 376 1.58
Internality* 306 140 330 1.61 296 142 345 1.60
Globality 436 141 404 158 436 154 397 148

Note. A lower value on the internality subscale means that causal assess-
ment is more internal.

Performed analysis showed that younger and older stu-
dents differed significantly regarding the using of learning
strategies. Younger students (primary school) reported more
use of learning strategies included in subscales Managing
emotions/Learning with others, Organizing and evaluating,
and Remembering more effectively than older students (sec-
ondary school). On the other side, older students reported
more use of learning strategies described as Compensating
for missing knowledge than younger students. These re-
sults could be explained in the light of the finding that older
students perceived themselves as less successful language
learners than younger students (}*=5.37; p<.02). It is pos-
sible that older students have used measured learning strate-
gies less than younger (with exception of strategy oriented
on compensation for missing knowledge) and that this de-
ficiency resulted in their poorer achievement and perceived
unsuccessfulness. In their study, Kosti¢-Bobanovi¢ and Am-
brosi-Randi¢ (2008) also found that primary school students
report the use of more learning strategies than older gram-
mar school students. In addition, the only group of strate-
gies that was used irrespective of age were compensational
strategies (which were consisted of particular strategies
similar to strategies included in our Compensating for miss-
ing knowledge subscale). Authors give possible explanation
that students attending secondary school study English less
due to the number and verity of subjects that they have.
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Furthermore, the results showed that the successful stu-
dents used the strategies included in the subscale Using all
mental processes more than the unsuccessful students. The
items included in the subscale Using all mental processes
describe cognitive strategies such as repetition, translation,
grouping, note-taking, recombining, auditory representa-
tion, using key-word memory techniques, contextualisation,
elaboration, and transfer (use of previous knowledge). Ox-
ford divides cognitive strategies into four sets: practising,
receiving and sending messages, analysing and reasoning,
and creating the structure for input and output. Cognitive
strategies involve actions operating directly on the language
input to be learned (direct learning orientation). Therefore,
it is not surprising that the successful learners reported more
use of these types of learning strategies, that is, learning
strategies included in the subscale Using all mental proc-
esses.

Previous research on the role of learning strategies in
academic achievement also shows that higher achievers
tend to report greater use of cognitive and metacognitive
strategies, that is, the use of deeper cognitive processing
(Brophy, 1998; Schunk, 1991, 2001). Our results are, there-
fore, to some extent consistent with the results reported in
these studies.

The high and low achievers also differed with regard
to the causal attributions for their achievement. The high
achievers attributed their outcome to more stable and in-
ternal causes than the low achievers. Findings of previous
research on the attribution process show that all individuals
have a tendency to make biased attributions (Weiner, 1992).
Several common attributional biases have been identified.
Self-serving or hedonic bias refers to the propensity for
individuals to take personal responsibility for successful
outcomes (self-enhancing bias). In other words, people are
more likely to attribute their success to internal dispositions
(e.g. abilities) whereas they attribute failures to other factors
(external). Hewstone and Fincham (1996) pointed out the
controversy about whether this bias should be explained in
cognitive (information-processing) or motivational (need-
serving) terms. The cognitive view suggests the explanation
that if people intend and expect to succeed, their success
can be seen as a result of their efforts, whereas failure oc-
curs despite these efforts. It is then reasonable to accept
more responsibility for success than for failure. Similarly,
Pintrich and Schunk (1996) in their cognitive explanations
hold that most people expect to succeed, strive to succeed,
and when they do succeed, they are more likely to recall
other instances of success and therefore attribute their cur-
rent success to internal factors. Motivational explanations
suggest that the need to maintain self-esteem (avoid embar-
rassment, gain public approval, protect sense of self-worth)
directly affects the attribution of outcome. However, due to
the bidirectional relationship between motivational factors
and information processing (one influences the other and
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vice versa) it appears impossible to choose between these
perspectives and resolve the controversy.

Alternatively, this finding about more stable and internal
attributions made by successful students can be explained
in terms of their greater use of effective learning strategies.
It is possible that these students are aware of their learning
strategies effectiveness and thus, when they make causal at-
tributions for their successful language achievement, they
make inferences about internal and stable causes (e.g. effec-
tive learning strategies).

In order to investigate with greater precision the rela-
tionship between second language learning strategies and
causal attributions for the achievement, a series of multi-
ple stepwise regression analyses (backward method) were
made. The intention was to examine to what extent the use
of certain strategies was predictive for subsequent causal at-
tributions for achievement (that is, for causal dimensions of
internality, stability and globality). As already mentioned,
the successful and unsuccessful students differed signifi-
cantly regarding both the use of learning strategies and the
way in which they made attributions about their second lan-
guage learning achievement. For this reason these analyses
were computed separately for each group of students. The
last steps of the analyses (where predictors were age cat-
egory and learning strategies and criterions were causal di-
mensions) are presented in Tables 2 and 3.

In the case of successful students, it is evident that the
use of the Organizing and evaluating metacognitive strat-
egy was significant predictor of the subsequent attributions
of success to stable and global causes (this learning strategy
accounted for 14% of variance in stability and only 4% of
variance in globality). Attributing successful performance
to internal causes was best predicted by the Using all mental
processes cognitive strategy (the accounted variance in the
criterion was 10%).

The analyses indicate that the more high achievers used
the Organizing and evaluating strategy the more they per-
ceived the causes of their success as stable and global. A

Table 2
Summary of Regression Analyses with Causal Dimensions as Criterions
(last step backwards) for successful students

Criterion Predictors beta t )4
Stability Organizing and evaluating .37 426 .001
R=.37 =14 F(1,115)=18.17 p<.001
Globality Organizing and evaluating 21 228 .05
R=.21 R*=.04 F(1,115= 520 p<05
Internality*  Using all mental processes -.31 348 .001
R=.31 R=.10 F(1,115=12.11 p<.001

Note. *A lower value on the internality subscale means that causal assess-
ment is more internal.
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likely explanation for this relationship is that the students
may have used these metacognitive strategies in the past
when they proved effective both in time (stability) and in
different situations (globality). Therefore, when assessing
the causes of their success, they choose learning strategies
which could meet the requirement of being stable and glo-
bal.

Given that metacognitive strategies are considered to be
of crucial importance for successful learning, it appears log-
ical that the students who used them less should assess the
causes of their success as less stable and global (e.g. current
effort, luck etc.). In other words they probably expect (be-
ing aware of the fact that they have not sufficiently devel-
oped L2 metacognitive strategies) that the stated cause “will
not be a future cause of their success in language learning”
or the cause of success in “other learning situations”. This
explanation proposes awareness of strategies as the most
important aspect of successful learning. Oxford (1996)
pointed out that a strategy is a conscious action towards
achievement of a desired outcome. According to Butler and
Winne (1995) self-regulated students are thus aware of their
own knowledge, beliefs, motivation and cognitive process-
ing. Metacognitive strategies such as evaluating, monitor-
ing, regulating and organizing help students to modify or
adjust their learning goals, re-examine the applied strate-
gies and select more effective tactics. Research in this field
has shown a positive relationship between students’ levels
of self-awareness and self-regulation activities (Butler &
Winne, 1995). Similarly, Zimmerman (2001) underlines
that knowledge about strategies puts learners in a position to
regulate their own learning. That is, knowledge about strate-
gies gives learners better control over information process-
ing. In a similar way, Lapan, Kardash, and Turner (2002)
emphasised that self-regulated learners actively apply a va-
riety of learning strategies appropriate to specific learning
tasks. In contrast, some research has suggested that moni-
toring can proceed outside conscious awareness (e.g. read-
ers adjust approaches to a text without explicit awareness
of monitoring). Therefore, it seems a plausible explanation
that the good learner is actively involved in guided learning
and monitoring, and on some occasions learners with high
linguistic competence can act in a basically subconscious
way (Finkbeiner, 1998).

In addition, the more high achievers utilized the Using all
mental processes strategy the more they perceived the cause
of success to be internal. It is possible that they are aware
of the cognitive strategies they used and consider that the
credit for selecting and using these strategies goes to them,
and as a result the attribution for success to internal causes
may be a consequence of such reflections. Furthermore, it
is also logical that successful learners who are aware they
did not use all strategies or “mental processes” in learning
should attribute their achievement to external causes (e.g.
luck, help of others, easy exam etc.).

Table 3
Summary of Regression Analyses with Causal Dimensions as Criterions
(last step backwards) for unsuccessful students

Criterion  Predictors beta t P
Stability =~ Managing emotions / 23 2.07 .05
Learning with others
Organizing and evaluating -42 3.66 .001
R=.32 R2=.10  F(2,116)=6.74  p<0l
Globality  Organizing and evaluating 27 2.56 .01
Remembering more effectively =31 2.89 .01
R=.28 R2=.08  F(2,116)=4.86  p<.0l

Internality no significant predictors

The Managing emotions/Learning with others and Or-
ganizing and evaluating strategies were significant predic-
tors for attributing failure in language learning to stable
causes (these two learning strategies together accounted for
10% of variance in criterion). The Organizing and evaluat-
ing strategy had a negative Beta coefficient indicating that
the increased use of this strategy was associated with the
perception of failure cause as less stable.

In the case of globality dimension the Organising and
evaluating and Remembering more effectively strategies
were significant predictors (together they accounted for 8%
of variance in this causal dimension). The increased use of
the Organizing and evaluating strategy was associated with
the perception of failure cause as more global, whereas the
increased use of the Remembering more effectively strategy
was associated with the perception of failure cause as less
global (more specific). None of the learning strategies was
significantly related to the dimension of internality.

It is obvious that the dynamics of the relationship be-
tween the used L2 learning strategies and the causal attri-
butions for the L2 achievement are completely different in
students who assess their achievement as failure. The unsuc-
cessful students who utilized the Managing emotions/Learn-
ing with others strategy and did not use the Organizing and
evaluating metacognitive strategy assessed the causes of
their success as more stable. It appears that the more aware
they are of the lack of their metacognitive skills (they report
not to monitor their progress or recognise their errors and to
be incapable of organizing their learning properly) the more
casily they attribute failure to stable causes (they do not ex-
pect any change or improvement in these skills). In addition,
they are likely to compensate for the lack of metacognitive
learning strategies by asking for help (instead of monitor-
ing their errors and progress in acquiring English, they want
others to do it).

A somewhat unexpected finding is that the unsuccessful
students who used the Organizing and evaluating (meta-
cognitive) strategy more and Remembering more effectively
strategy less will perceive the causes of failure as more glo-
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bal. An explanation for this may be that unsuccessful stu-
dents who use metacognitive strategies (they plan, monitor
and regulate their learning) but who do not have sufficiently
developed the remembering strategies of new English words
(and probably other teaching materials) attribute their fail-
ure to global causes. Although they monitor their learning
and are aware of errors they make, their efforts neverthe-
less end in failure. The problems related to remembering
strategies may also appear in other domains and it is not
surprising therefore that failure in second language learning
is attributed to causes which most probably lead to failure
in other learning situations, which indicates toward more
global causes.

Surprisingly, in the case of unsuccessful students there
was no significant predictor for the causal dimension of in-
ternality (locus). It is possible that these students are more
influenced by some other factors (e.g. motivational beliefs,
causal schemas, situational cues etc.) in the causal inference
process than by used learning strategies. In addition, possi-
ble explanation could be found in the fact that the attribution
process is prone to errors and biases, self-enhancing and
self-protective motives, hedonic concerns and the inability
to process information rationally (Forsterling, 2001). Many
studies have revealed that individuals tend to attribute their
success to internal (dispositional) causes, whereas failure is
attributed to external (situational) causes. This self-protec-
tive tendency (unsuccessful students perceive causes of their
failure as more external) could play a part in our findings.

In general, learning strategies were not strongly related
to causal dimensions (they accounted for 4% to 14% vari-
ance in causal dimensions). One of possible explanations
for these relatively weak relations could be found in present
study design. Particularly, self-reports of past strategy use
have some methodological constraints (e.g. calibration),
and it is necessary to include other methods for measuring
learning strategies in the future research (e.g. observations
in natural settings, tracing methodology). This issue needs
to be more closely investigated in future research attempts.
According to present study, relationships between learning
strategies and causal attributions are very complex, espe-
cially in the case of academic failure. These findings need to
be also tested with more complex methodology than applied
correlational analyses. Also, the role of teacher and his/her
didactic style in encouraging the use of metacognitive and
cognitive strategies as well as his/her way of assessing stu-
dent’s language proficiency should be investigated in future
research.

As mentioned earlier, some authors suggest that students
should be directed to the cognitive processes or strategies
they used while studying rather than to the effort or abil-
ity failure attributions. So in attribution retraining interven-
tion, students receive motivational feedback describing the
contribution of effort, ability and strategy use in successful
performance and this type of feedback can help students to
evaluate their achievements in a positive manner and to en-
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courage them to think that they can do better in the future.
Some recent research has shown that the adoption and trans-
fer of learning strategies are directly related to the attribution
system of a person (Vlachou & Buchel, 2000). Some previ-
ous research has shown that groups of pupils who received
combined attribution and strategy training performed better
(Dweck, 2000). The results of the present study have also
shown that the use of learning strategies was correlated to
attributional beliefs. Learning strategies were the significant
predictors of the causal attributions which successful and
unsuccessful students made for their performance in second
language learning. Therefore, it seems that causal explana-
tions (and in turn their cognitive, emotional and motivation-
al consequences) are influenced by learning strategies. The
patterns of these relationships, however, are quite different
in these two groups of students.

This finding provides some implications for the or-
ganization of efficient attribution training. If we encourage
our students to use effective learning strategies, to reflect
consciously on what they do and to self-regulate their own
processes we could influence their causal beliefs and in turn
increase their efforts and persistence in future learning at-
tempts. Of course, the relationships between learning strate-
gies and causal attributions are bidirectional, so attributional
training intervention can improve the learners’ choice and
use of effective learning strategies, too.

Therefore, it seems that our attempt to improve the mo-
tivation of second language learners needs to consider both
their learning strategies and the causal attributions they
made for the achieved language learning performance.
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