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NGHIEN CUU TRUONG

The study aims to identify the factors affecting success and failure in
language learning of successful and unsuccessful learners and
investigate their learning strategies. The subjects of the study were two
students at School of Foreign Languages, Thai Nguyen University.
Three data collection instruments, namely a questionnaire, an individual
face-to-face interview and an MI test were used. The study indicates
that the factors such as motivation, multiple intelligences and learning
conditions had strong influences on the two learners’ learning. The
questionnaire reveals that the successful learner used learning strategies
much more than the unsuccessful learner. The information about
learner’s motivation was collected by carrying out a face-to-face
interview. While the successful learner was motivated by her family,
her love for English, and her future job, the unsuccessful learner
exhibited much less motivation. The information about multiple
intelligences was collected by asking the two learners to take an Ml
test. The finding is that multiple intelligence was one of the factors
affecting the successful learner’s success and the unsuccessful learner’s
failure (The successful learner’s verbal/ linguistic intelligence was
100% while the unsuccessful learner’s was only 10%).
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Nghién cuiru truong hop
Nguoi hoc thanh cdng va
nguoi hoc khdng thanh céng
Chién lugc hoc ngdn ngit
bong luc hoc

ba tri tué

Nghién cttu nham muc dich xac dinh c&c yéu t6 anh hudng dén sy thanh
cong va thét bai trong viéc hoc ngébn ngir caa ngudi hoc thanh cong va
khéng thanh cong va khao sat cac chién lugc hoc tap cua ho. DBbi tugng
nghién ctu 1a hai sinh vién Truong Ngoai ngir, Bai hoc Thai Nguyén.
Ba cong cu thu thap dit liéu dugc st dung: bang cau hoi, phong van truc
tiép va bai kiém tra vé da tri tué. Nghién ctru chi ra rang cac yéu té nhu
dong luc hoc, da tri tué va diéu kién hoc tap c6 anh huong Ién dén viéc
hoc tap cuia ca hai ngudi hoc. Két qua cau hoi khao sét cho thiy nguoi
hoc thanh cong sir dung chién Iuoc hoc tap nhiéu hon nguoi hoc khong
thanh céng. Thong tin vé dong luc cia nguoi hoc dugc thu thap bing
céch phong van tryuc tiép. Trong khi ngudi hoc thanh cong dugc thuc day
boi gia dinh, sy yéu thich tiéng Anh va cong viéc twong lai, thi nguoi
hoc khdng thanh cong lai thé hién it dong luc hon nhiéu. Théng tin vé da
tri tué dwoc thu thap bang cach yéu cau hai nguoi hoc lam bai kiém tra
MI. Két qua cho thiy da tri tué 1& mét trong nhitng yéu t6 anh huéng dén
thanh cong ctia nguoi hoc thanh cong va that bai cia nguoi hoc khong
thanh cong (Tri thdng minh ngdn ngii/loi ndi cua ngudi hoc thanh cong
14 100% trong khi ctia nguoi hoc khdng thanh cdng chi 1a 10%).
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1. Introduction

With the advent of globalization, the popularity of English has been increasing in recent
decades. English is considered the international language and mainly used in education, commerce,
aviation, and other fields. Rao [1] stresses the popularity of English by comparing the English
language to blood in the veins of nation worldwide. According to Nishanthi [2], English is the
greatest common language spoken universally. While many researchers are trying to find out
effective teaching methods to help students master the language, others have been making learners
the centre of their concern. Therefore, characteristics, learning style, learning strategies and
multiple intelligences of successful or good language learners have been investigated. Sun [3] and
Khasinah [4] indicated motivation, attitude, age, intelligence, aptitude, personality as the factors
that affect second language acquisition. Rubin [5] and Stern [6], for example, focuses on the
techniques and approaches which are used by the good language learners in enhancing their
language ability. Macleod [7] compares and classifies learning strategies used by two successful
learners. Rubin and Thompson [8] believe that a successful language learner possesses some of the
14 characteristics. Successful language learners (1) find their own way, take responsibility for their
own learning; (2) organize information about the language and their own program of study; (3) are
creative, and try to feel the language by experimenting its grammar and words; (4) create their own
opportunities to practice in using the language inside and outside the classroom; (5) learn to live
with uncertainty by not getting confused and by continuing to talk or listen without understanding
every word; (6) use memory strategies to bring back what has been learned; (7) make errors work
for them and not against them (don’t stop talking for fear of errors); (8) use linguistic knowledge,
including knowledge of the first language, in learning a second language; (9) use contextual cues to
help them in comprehension; (10) learn to make intelligent guesses; (11) learn chunks of language
as wholes and formalized routines to help them perform “beyond their competence”; (12) learn to
use certain tricks to keep conversations going; (13) learn certain production strategies to fill in gaps
in their own competence; (14) learn different styles of speech and writing and learn to vary their
language regarding the formality of the situation. Additionally, Liando [9] pointed out that family
members, teachers and individuals play important roles in the success of a language learner.
However, the differences between the characteristics, strategies and other factors between good and
poor learners have not been popularly examined. Consequently, this study focuses on the
comparison between a successful and an unsuccessful English learner.

The study is aimed at answering the following questions:

1. What are the factors that affect the success and failure in language learning of successful
and unsuccessful English learners?

2. What are the language learning strategies employed by the two kinds of learners?

2. Methods
2.1. Participants

The first participant was student A (SV A), a fourth-year English major student at the School
of Foreign Languages (successful learner). She is from a rich family in Thai Nguyen city, so she
has enjoyed good living and learning conditions since a very young age. She started learning
English at the age of six when she was in primary school. According to her, she has loved
English very much since her very first lessons. She learned at Chu VVan An secondary school and
Thai Nguyen high school for gifted students. Since she was at secondary school, she has chosen
English to be her major, so she was in English major class in both high school and secondary
school. Besides, she joined many English courses at the Language center with native teachers.
These courses brought her opportunities to take part in useful extracurricular activities such as
language camps, English presentation competitions which benefited her in improving English and
enhancing confidence. At the university, she is now known as one of the best students with good
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study results in most subjects, especially the subjects of English major. Her good English ability
is proved with mark 7.5 in the IELTS test, organized by IDP when she was a third-year student.
When she was a second-year student, she won a scholarship rewarded by Fulbright Programme
and she had a chance to learn English in a university in the USA for six months. After studying
abroad, her English now is much better than before especially her English speaking ability.

The second participant is student B (SV B), who is a fourth-year student at School of Foreign
Languages (unsuccessful learner). She is from Meo ethnic group, Dong Van, Ha Giang province.
It was not until her years at secondary school that she had chances to learn English. From the
beginning, English was terrible to her because it was her third language after Tay language and
Vietnamese. At her school, English was not an important subject, so she had no more than two
hours to learn English at secondary school. She was mostly taught grammar and vocabulary at
school. After high school, she was forced to choose English to be her major at university by her
parents because they thought it would be easier for her to get a job. She did not pass the entrance
exam, but because of the huge lack of teacher of English in her province, she was sent to Thai
Nguyen University to study English with a condition that she must work as a teacher of English in
any assigned schools in Ha Giang province after graduating from university. When she was at the
university, she was always one of the weakest students in her class. She had to retake many exams.
Although her friends, her teachers helped her a lot, she could not get better and her interest in
English could not be raised. In the previous year, she was in the list of the students who were in
danger of being kicked out of the school. After more than four years studying at university, she got
only mark 4.0 in the IELTS test while the requirement for last year student is 6.5.

2.2. Data collection instruments

Three data collection instruments, namely a questionnaire, an individual face-to-face interview
and an Ml test were used in this study. The first instrument, the survey questionnaire about learning
strategies based on the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) for second language
learners created by Oxford [10] was adopted by the researcher. This information would help the
researcher to find out what strategies the two learners used to learn English. Salkin [11] considered
guestionnaire a useful tool in educational research because it is easy for the participant to complete
without the help from the researcher. The second instrument was individual face-to-face interview
which is about participants’ personality and motivation for learning English. According to Kvale
[12], interviews allow deeper exploration of the topic because interviewer can get more details in
particular questions. The third instrument, the MI test based on Gardner’s [13] theory about
multiple intelligences theory was adapted from the website www.mypersonality.info (retrieved on
10th December, 2022). The test was used to investigate the two learners’ multiple intelligences.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Analysis of learner’s characteristics and discussion
3.1.1. Motivation

After interviewing the two learners, a number of differences about motivation between them
were found. SV A said “I had chance to get familiar with English when I was at the kindergarten.
My teacher sometimes let us watch videos of English songs for children. | did not understand the
meaning of the songs, but I loved the melody and the music. Then I tried to imitate the songs”.
However, SV B said “I started learning English when I was at secondary school. I’ve hated
English since the first lesson.” It is clear that English has been something very interesting to SV
A since her young age. In contrast, English has been a nightmare to SV B. It is a fact that when a
person has positive attitude about the language, he/ she will learn it more easily and much better.
Another difference about motivation between the two learners is the reason they chose English to
be their major at university. SV A decided to take the English entrance exam because she has
strong passion of English. Her elder brother, who is working in Thai Nguyen television as a
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translator, can earn a lot of money. Therefore, she believes that English will be a good tool which
helps her get a good job in the future and make a lot money like her brother. Nevertheless, SV B
loved mathematics, but was always forced to learn English by her parents because in her
hometown there were more opportunities to get a job as a teacher of English. Additionally, the
study result at the university of SV A and SV B was opposite. While SV A always got mark A in
most subjects, SV B normally got mark C, D and had to retake many exams. Again, motivation is
the explanation for this difference. When being asked the question “What motivates you to
learn?” SV A said “my learning motivation is my good job in the future and a foreign
scholarship”. However, SV B said “I had no learning motivation because I hate English and I do
not have to worry about my future job. | was sent here to study by my province, so | will have a
job as a teacher of English after I graduate from university.” SV A took the university entrance
exam and passed by herself. She always reminds herself that the better she studies, the more
opportunities to get a good job she has. Moreover, good study result was one of the criteria for
her to apply a scholarship to study abroad, so she tried her best in her study. SV B, on the
contrary, is a student sent to university by her province which assures that she will have a job
after graduating from university no matter how her result is good or bad. This is the reason why
she does not worry about her study result like SV A and many other students.

3.1.2. Ml test result and discussion
Table 1. Ml test result of SV A and SV B

Intelligences SV A (%) SV B (%)
Verbal/ Linguistic 100 10
Interpersonal 90 10
Intrapersonal 80 30
Naturalist 65 15
Visual/ Spatial 65 35
Musical 65 15
Bodily/ Kinesthetic 35 70
Logical/ Mathematical 25 90

Based on the result of the Ml tests of the two learners, multiple intelligence was found to be
another reason of the success and failure in their language learning. According to the Ml test results
(see table 1), SV A’s verbal/ linguistic intelligence accounted for 100%. According to Gardner’s
theory about multiple intelligences, the people who get high percentage of verbal/ linguistic will be
probably good at words and languages, written and spoken retention, interpretation and explanation
of ideas and information via languages. This is the reason why she is really into learning languages
in general and English in particular. Additionally, in the interview, she said that she was really good
at literature when she was at high school and she got mark 8.5 for literature in her entrance exam.
Her MI test result is a good explanation for this. Moreover, her interpersonal intelligence was 90 %
which means that she has good ability to relate to others, interpret behavior and communications
and understand the relationships between people and their situations. This result explained her
interest in participating in extra-curricular activities such as English clubs, language camps.

SV B’s result of the MI test completely contrasted with SV A’s. Her logical/ mathematical
intelligence was 90% which means that she is good at logical thinking, detecting patterns,
analyzing problems, performing mathematical calculations. In contrast, her verbal/ linguistic and
interpersonal intelligence was only 10%. As stated above, SV B loves maths and the subject
related to calculating. She always has difficulty expressing ideas and communicating people. She
hates the subjects such as languages, literature and history. Her M1 test result would be one of the
reasons for her failure in language learning.

3.2. Analysis of learning conditions and discussion

The information collected from the interview shows that learning condition was another factor
influencing language learning result of the two learners. SV A seemed to be much luckier because
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she has enjoyed very good learning conditions since her childhood. She started learning English
when she was six years old. She went to Nguyen Viet Xuan primary school which is one of the
best primary schools in Thai Nguyen city and is famous for high-qualified teachers. The school is
equipped with modern facilities such as projectors, radios and computers. Therefore, since her first
lessons, she has had opportunities to learn with authentic English materials such as CDs and
English cartoons which benefited her a lot in acquiring English. Moreover, at high school and
secondary school she was in gifted class in English, so she was taught four English skills
(listening, speaking, writing and reading) along with grammar and vocabulary. Her teacher used
different teaching methods to help students understand the lessons. Beside formal education at
school, she joined many English courses and activities organized by foreign teachers at language
centers. Because she lives in the city, she can find many useful materials in English such as
magazines, newspapers and books. Moreover, thanks to her scholarship, she learned in the U.S. for
six months, which gave her valuable experiences and good chances to practice and improve her
English. It is clear that favorable learning conditions made great contribution to SV A’s success.
SV B is not as lucky as SV A because she did not know about English until her years at
secondary school. She is from one of the most remote and difficult areas of the country, Dong Van,
Ha Giang. While English was considered the most important subject in SV A’s class, it was an
unimportant subject at SV B’s. During the four years at secondary school and three years at high
school, she had grammar and vocabulary lessons only. Her teachers of English rarely spoke English
during English lessons and usually skipped listening and speaking lessons because these English
skills were not included in exams. Except for three hours per week learning English at school, she
did not have any other opportunities to learn and practice English. It was not until the first lesson at
the university, SV B started to know about authentic materials such as CDs, books and magazines.
Compared to SV A and other students in her class, her learning conditions were much worse.

3.3. Learning strategies
3.3.1. Result of learning strategy survey

Table 2. The results of Memory strategy on SILL (Full score is 5)

Part A — Memory strategy SVA SVB
1. | think of relationships between what | already know and new things | learn in the SL
(second language).
2. 1 use new SL words in a sentence so | can remember them. 5 2
3. 1 connect the sound of a new SL word and an image or picture of the word to help me
remember the word.
4. | remember a new SL word by making a mental picture of a situation in which the word
might be used.
5. 1 use rhymes to remember new SL words.
6. | use flashcards to remember new SL words.
7. 1 physically act out new SL words.
8. | review SL lessons often
9. I remember new SL words or phrases by remembering their location on the page, on the
board, or on a street sign.

absr BN b
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4
Mean 3.88 20

Table 2 shows memory strategy which includes nine sub-strategies. It is revealed from the result
that the two learners used the strategy differently. SV A’s average score was 3.88 while SV B’s
average score was only 2.0. Because their interest in English was different, SV A always reviewed
the English lesson and used English words by putting them in sentences, but SV B never did this.
SV A usually memorized English by thinking about the relationship between the new thing and
what she had known, relating to the context in which the words might be used, remembering
location on pages, on the board or street sign while SV B rarely used these strategies.
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Table 3. The result of cognitive strategy on SILL (Full score is 5)

Part B — Cognitive strategy SVA SVB
1. | say or write new SL words several times. 4 2
2. | try to talk like native SL speakers. 5 2
3. | practice the sounds of SL. 5 3
4. | use the SL words I know in different ways. 4 3
5. | start conversations in the SL. 5 2
6. | watch SL language TV shows spoken in SL or go to movies spoken in SL. 5 2
7. 1 read for pleasure in the SL. 4 1
8. | write notes, messages, letters, or reports in the SL. 5 2
9. | first skim an SL passage (read over the passage quickly) then go back and read carefully. 4 2
10. 1 look for words in my own language that are similar to new words in the SL. 4 3
11. I try to find patterns in the SL. 3 3
12. 1 find the meaning of an SL word by dividing it into parts that I understand. 3 3
13. I try not to translate word for word. 4 2
14. 1 make summaries of information that | hear or read in the SL. 4 2

Mean 3.92 2.28

Table 3 illustrates the result of cognitive strategy including fourteen sub-strategies. Compared
to the use of memory strategy, the differences in cognitive strategy employment was slightly
reduced, but the average score shows that SV A used the cognitive strategy much more often than
SV B. While most of cognitive strategieswere always used by SV A, only some of them were
employed by SV B (looking for similar words in her own language, trying to find pattern in SL,
finding the meaning of a new word by dividing it into parts).

Table 4. The results of compensation strategy on SILL

Part C — Compensation strategy SVA SVB
1. To understand unfamiliar SL words, | make guesses. 4 2
2. When | can't think of a word during a conversation in the SL, | use gestures. 5 3
3. I make up new words if I do not know the right ones in the SL 4 2
4. | read SL without looking up every new word. 5 2
5. I try to guess what the other person will say next in the SL. 4 3
6. If I can't think of an SL word, | use a word or phrase that means the same thing. 5 2
Mean 4.5 2.3

Compensation strategy with six sub-strategies is shown in table 4. Again, SV A was the
person who used the types of strategy more than SV B. SV A always employed some types of
strategy such as using gestures to express unknown words, reading without looking up every new
word, using similar words or phrases if she could not think of an SL word. SV B, on the contrary,
never used these types of strategy. The types of strategy sometimes used by SV B are using
gesture to express unknown word in conversation and guessing what people say next in SL.

Table 5. The result of metacognitive on SILL (full score is 5)

>
%)
w

Part D — Metacognitive strategy S
. I try to find as many ways as | can to use my SL.
. I notice my SL mistakes and use that information to help me do better.
. | pay attention when someone is speaking SL.
. I try to find out how to be a better learner of SL
. I plan my schedule so | will have enough time to study SL
. | look for people I can talk to in SL.
. I look for opportunities to read as much as possible in SL.
. I have clear goals for improving my SL skills.
. I think about my progress in learning SL.

Mean
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Table 5 shows metacognitive including nine sub-strategies. With the average score of 4.4, SV
A always used most of the types of strategy while SV B rarely used most of them except for using
her noticed mistakes to help her do better and paying attention when someone speaks SL. The
characteristics of the two learners would be a good explanation for this. SV A loved English and
had great motivation for learning English, so she always tried to be a better learner of English. In
addition, she found as many ways as possible to improve her English such as reading magazines
and newspaper in English, talking to foreigners through Skype and Facebook. SV B, however, was
forced to learn English, so she never thought of how to get better in learning English.

Table 6. Result of affective strategy on SILL (full score is 5)

Part E — Affective strategy S
. I try to relax whenever | feel afraid of using SL.
. I encourage myself to speak SL even when | am afraid of making a mistake.
. I give myself a reward or treat when I do well in SL.
. I notice if I am tense or nervous when I am studying or using SL.
. I write down my feelings in a language learning dairy.
. | talk to someone else about how | feel when I am learning SL.

Mean 4.5 3.5
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Table 6 describes the result of affective strategy which consists of six sub-strategies. SV A’s
average score was 4.5 and SV B’s was 3.5. Compared to other strategies, the differences between
this strategy use of the two learners were remarkably reduced. They both tried to relax when
feeling afraid of using SL. In addition, both of them talked to someone else about how they felt
when they were learning SL. Some other sub-strategies were similarly used by two learners such
as giving themselves a reward or treat when doing well in SL, noticing if they were tense or
nervous when studying or using SL.

Table 7. Results of social strategy on SILL (Full score is 5)

Part E — Social strategy S
. If 1 do not understand something in SL, | ask the other person to slow down or say it again.
. I ask SL speakers to correct me when | talk.
. | practice SL with other students.
. I ask for help from SL speakers
. I ask questions in SL.
. 1 try to learn about the culture of SL speakers.

Mean 466 216

Table 7 displays the result of social strategy including six sub-strategies. This strategy was used
differently by the two learners. SV A used this type of strategy much more than SV B. She always
asked speakers to correct her and asked questions in SL. In addition, she also tried to learn about the
culture of SL speakers and practiced SL with other students. In contrast, SV B only asked the other
person to slow down or say again when she did not understand something. She never tried to learn
about the culture of SL students. She rarely used other sub-strategies when learning SL.
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3.3.2. Findings and discussion

It is clear from the result that SV A used language learning strategies much more than SV B
because of differences in motivations and multiple intelligences. As stated in the introduction,
there are different factors that may affect learner’s choice of learning strategies. This study
focused on two main factors that influence the differences in strategy choice of SV A and SV B.
The first factor was the difference in motivation. SV A has strong desire to learn English, while
SV B is forced to do this. Therefore, SV A had a tendency to find the best way to learn the
language and she tried using different learning strategies to improve her English. This is one of
the reasons why her English was much better than SV B’s. On the contrary, SV B hates English
and doesn’t have to worry about her future job. She was satisfied with what she had done, so she
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had no intention of looking for better ways to learn English. The second factor was multiple
intelligences. As stated in 3.1.2 (the result of MI test), SV A’s visual intelligence and musical
intelligence accounted for 65% while those of SV B accounted for 35% and 15% respectively.
Therefore, SV A was interested in some types of strategies such as using flashcard and rhythm to
memorize words, but SV B rarely used these strategies. In addition, because of the difference in
interpersonal intelligence, SV A was fond of practicing English with other people whilst SV B
never did this.

4. Conclusion

This case study makes effort to analyze the factors affecting the success or failure of two
language learners and investigate the learning strategies used by the two learners. It is clear from
the research that there are a number of different factors which affect a language learner.
Therefore, it is advisable for language teachers to know and understand them and have suitable
and effective application in teaching. If teachers know these factors and their effects on language
learner, they can make use of the positive effects and reduce the negative ones. The study, for
example, points out the effect of three factors: learning strategies, motivation, multiple
intelligences. Therefore, teacher should understand what their students’ motivations are to
motivate them in their learning. In addition, teachers should know how they can explore their
students’ multiple intelligences to help them develop their language ability.
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