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ABSTRACT
Nowadays, many researchers have shifted their focus of attention from teaching methods to learners, especially identifying the characteristics of good language learners has been paid close attention to.   In the writer’s teaching context, it could be found that some Vietnamese students who learn Thai language as a foreign language at the University of Languages and International Studies (ULIS) are more successful than the other classmates. This study, therefore, will investigate the factors of a specific case of a good Thai learner in terms of her personality, aptitude and motivation, her learning style and strategy as well as the learning condition. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Along with the appearance of the Cognitive view of learning, which regards language learning as a dynamic, creative process and the learners as active strategy users and knowledge constructors, many researchers have shifted their focus of attention from teaching methods to learners (Chamot, A.U. & O’Malley, J. M., 1990). As a method of solving problems and achieving goals, studies on learners’ learning have appealed to researchers over past few years. Recently, many studies on language learning, especially identifying the characteristics of good language learners has been paid close attention to. Learning a second language involves variety of social, cognitive, affective and educational setting factors. A lot of individuals develop a very well-organized second language experience and a lot more are not successful second language learners. Rubin (1975) implies that the successful second language learners enjoy specific characteristics which might be helpful, providing us with strategies and insights which probably could be helpful for the poorer learners of the second language. In the writer’s teaching context, it could be found that some Vietnamese students who learn Thai language as a foreign language at the University of Languages and International Studies (ULIS) are more successful than the other classmates. This study, therefore, will investigate the factors of a specific case of a good Thai learner in terms of his/her personality, aptitude and motivation, his/her learning style and strategy as well as the learning condition. 
2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

2.1 Research context

At the University of Languages and International Studies (ULIS), Thai language is taught as a minor subject. For students who major in English can choose to learn Thai as a foreign language. This course is divided into three levels, namely Elementary, Pre-Intermediate and Intermediate level. Each level lasts 75 periods equivalent to one semester. This Thai course aims at providing students with general knowledge of vocabulary, phonology, grammar as well as developing such students’ integrated four language skills. At the time being, there are one group of 30 students learning Thai at the second semester and one group of 20 students learning Thai at the third semester. All those students have never learned Thai language before taking this course at ULIS, they just watched Thai movies or listened to Thai music on the internet.

2.2 Description of the participants 

The participant of this study is the third - year student who majors in English and minors in Thai language. She is 20 years old and comes from Nghe An province. She got high scores for three semesters: 8.5, 8.7, and 8.8. This result is the best in comparison with other students in the class. Through my observation, this student is hard-working, attentive to the teacher’s explanations and classroom activities and rather risk-taking, not hesitate to speak or give her comments and ideas in the speaking lessons. She is now good at four skills and having quite good pronunciation. 

2.3. Research questions

This study will investigate the factors of a specific case of a good Thai learner in terms of his/her personality, aptitude and motivation, his/her learning style and strategy as well as the learning condition. The study aims to answer the following questions:
+ What are the characteristics and learning condition related to this successful Thai language learner?  

 

 + What types of Thai language learning strategies does this Vietnamese successful language learner commonly use?

2.4. Data collection instruments

Questionnaires: 
 
     
In this research, Oxford’s Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL)- version 7.0 (Oxford, 1990) was chosen to investigate learners’ use of learning strategies. This particular framework was adopted for its comprehensiveness and high reliability (Oxford, 1996a). A questionnaire consisting of 50 statements was designed based on Oxford’s framework to measure students’ level of English learning strategy use. The items were grouped according to the six categories in Oxford's (1990) strategy classification systems: (a) memory strategies, (b) cognitive strategies, (c) comprehension strategies, (d) meta-cognitive strategies, (e) affective strategies, and (f) social strategies.


Besides, the participant was also asked to do the Multiple Intelligences Test- based on Howard Gardner’s MI model to find out her intelligence type as well as her preferred learning style in Thai language learning.

Interview: 
The first part of the interview focused on the participant’s perception of her personality, aptitude and motivation for learning Thai. Both controlled and open ended (free) types were employed. The interviews with the participant were recorded, listened to, and analyzed. Then the participant was asked to answer the questions in the essay type form. This ensured the researcher if they had missed a point in the interview session. For the convenience and preciseness of the data analysis, the researcher asked the student for permission to record the interview. The student was willing to have the interview recorded. It was also made clear to the students that they did not have to state their names in the tape. 

2.4. Data analysis methods
Quantitative data: All the questionnaires were checked one by one and the data were sum up and calculated by SILL worksheet (version 7.0) to find out the learning strategy that the student commonly used.
Qualitative data: All the interview information was used to analyze to identify the learner’s characteristics which relate to her success in Thai language learning.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1. Concept of “a successful language learner”

According to Rubin (1975), good language learning is considered to depend on at least three variables: aptitude, motivation, and opportunity. Opportunity refers to the input learners are exposed to. How to make use of opportunity, which involves the selective processing or the strategies used by learners to acquire the input, is thought to be as important as opportunity itself (Rubin, 1975). In addition, factors such as personality, attitude, and learning experiences in relation to the educational and socio-cultural context in which the language is acquired and learning strategies used or developed, are critical issues for the studies on good language learners.

 More specifically, Naiman et al. (1978) identify five major strategies for language learning: active task approach (good language learners actively involve themselves in the language learning task), realization of language as a system (good language learners develop or exploit an awareness of language as a system), realization of language as a means of communication and interaction, management of affective demands (good language learners realize initially or with time that they must cope with the affective demands made upon them by language learning and succeed in doing so) and monitoring of performance in the target language.
The most frequently used techniques (Naiman et al., 1978) by good language learners include having contact with native speakers; listening to radio, T.V., records, movies, commercials etc.; reading anything: magazines, newspapers, professional articles, comics, etc.; repeating aloud after teacher and/or native speaker; making up bilingual vocabulary charts and memorizing them; following the rules as given in grammar books or text books and having pen-pals. Active planning strategy, academic learning strategy, social learning strategy and affective learning strategy, according to Stern (1983), are four basic strategies which good language learners use. Stern (1983) goes on to say that good language learners are prepared to study and practice. As they are aware that language is a formal system with rules and regular relationships between language forms and meaning, they will pay more attention to these features. 

3.2. Definitions and some researchers’ views on learners’ characteristics

3.2.1. Aptitude 

Aptitude refers to the ability to learn quickly (Carroll, 1991) and is thought to predict success in learning. It is hypothesized that a learner with high aptitude may learn with greater ease and speed. (But other learners may also be successful if they persevere). Carroll (1991) argues that all learners irrespective of their aptitude may achieve a reasonable level of proficiency. But aptitude can be taken as a capacity that enhances the rate and ease of learning. 
3.2.2. Personality 

Another style aspect that is important for L2 education is that of personality type, which consists of four strands: extraverted vs. introverted; intuitive-random vs. sensing-sequential; thinking vs. feeling; and closure-oriented/judging vs. open/perceiving. Some studies have found that learners’ success in language learning is associated with extroversion such as assertiveness and adventurousness, while others have found that many successful language learners do not get high scores on measures of extroversion. In addition, it has been suggested that inhibition discourages risk-taking, which is necessary for progress in language learning. In general, the research does not show a single clearly-defined relationship between personality traits and SLA. 

3.2.3. Motivation

Learners' motivation is a key variable that frequently concerns and challenges practitioners in language classrooms (Cheng & Dörnyei, 2007; Scheidecker & Freeman, 1999). Dörnyei and Ottó (1998) define motivation in second language (L2) learning as "the dynamically changing cumulative arousal in a person that initiates, directs, coordinates, amplifies, terminates, and evaluates the cognitive and motor processes whereby initial wishes and desires are selected, prioritised, operationalised and (successfully or unsuccessfully) acted out" (p. 65). 

It is no doubt that good language learners are motivated. Experienced teachers believe that high achievers are highly motivated as well. The personal motivation has been the source of success during the life. Without motivation, success will be hard to come by, and the case of learning a second or foreign language would be different. 

3.2.4. Learning Style

Learning styles are the general approaches –for example, global or analytic, auditory or visual - that students use in acquiring a new language or in learning any other subject. These styles are “the overall patterns that give general direction to learning behavior” (Cornett, 1983,p.9). Of greatest relevance to this methodology book is this statement: “Learning style is the biologically and developmentally imposed set of characteristics that make the same teaching method wonderful for some and terrible for others” (Dunn & Griggs, 1988, p.3). 

3.2.5. Learning Strategy

Learning strategies are defined as “specific actions, behaviors, steps, or techniques such as seeking out conversation partners, or giving oneself encouragement to tackle a difficult language task - used by students to enhance their own learning” (Scarcella & Oxford, 1992, p.63). When the learner consciously chooses strategies that fit his or her learning style and the L2 task at hand, these strategies become a useful toolkit for active, conscious, and purposeful self-regulation of learning. Learning strategies can be classified into six groups: cognitive, metacognitive, memory-related, compensatory, affective, and social. 

3.2.6. Learning conditions

Learning condition is the concept concerning with the learning environment in which the language learning occurs. All learners need the following conditions to reach superior proficiency or greater in a second language:

· Lots of comprehensible input

· A chance to observe and participate in language use in a wide range of communication situations where common functions of language are expressed

· A chance to understand the values and presuppositions of the speech community and to absorb the way people think and the knowledge they share an opportunity to engage in meaningful communication and negotiation of meaning with mother-tongue or fluent speakers of the language
4. Results and Discussion 

Question 1: What are the characteristics and learning condition related to this successful Thai language learner?  

Aptitude and Personality
The participant thought that she had an aptitude for Thai language learning. It is interesting that she has natural ability to learn new vocabulary. That is why she can remember the new words quickly and easily. In terms of grammar, Thai and Vietnamese sentence’s structure have many factors in common. Thus, the more new words the learner can remember, the more sentences she/he can make. For this student, her aptitude is somehow special and distinguished from the others that may be one of the factors lead to her successful learning. As for her personality description, “meticulous” and “secretive” were emphasized. When doing her duties regardless of the order of importance, she always pays serious attention to every detail of the matter in order that she could fulfill tasks as effectively as possible. Besides, she said that most of her friends identify her as a secretive girl who tended to hide all thoughts and feelings. If coping with negative emotions, she will keep silent and share them with herself instead of confiding in others. 

Attitude and Motivation

The participant had a positive attitude toward learning Thai because she expressed a strong liking for or interest in it. Having unintentionally chosen Thai as the foreign language for her compulsory subjects, the student had ever had no interest in it.  However, she   quickly became in high spirit for learning this interesting language. She always feels enthusiastic about learning Thai. Another powerful motivation for learning this language is the passionate love for attractive features of Thai culture and people. That is, the successful or positive learning experiences they gained from learning might make them more motivated to learn. As Ellis (1997) puts it, unlike instrumental or integrative motivation that is the cause for L2 achievement, resultative motivation is the result of learning.
Learning style 

Table 1: Learning Style Preference 

	Intelligence Types
	Scores
	Rank

	Linguistic
	34
	1st

	Logical-Mathematical
	28
	4th

	Musical
	31
	2nd

	Bodily-Kinesthetic
	21
	7th

	Spatial-Visual
	29
	3rd

	Interpersonal
	25
	6th

	Intrapersonal
	27
	5th


The data shows that the most preferred learning style of this student is Linguistic and Musical. She likes words and language as well as sounds and music. There are some statements in the questionnaires she mostly agreed with, for example: enjoying debates and discussions, often talking to herself, being interested in listening to music, having intelligence of language interpretation, etc.  

Learning condition

This student learns Thai language at the university as a foreign language and in an informal environment. All the learning occurs in the classroom through the interaction with the teachers, classmates, audio and video. This makes the learner meet some difficulties in improving listening and speaking skills as well as communicating in Thai. Due to the fact that the learner has not many opportunities to practice Thai in the real contexts or rarely communicate with the native speakers, she finds it really challenging to be proficient in four skills. However, the teacher tries to make use of classroom equipments such as cable TV, internet, projectors, DVD to create a very interesting and exciting learning atmosphere. The students can learn by themselves at home through watching online Thai movies, listening to songs, reading online newspapers, etc. This motivates the learners a lot and helps them engage in the lessons.

Question 2: What types of Thai language learning strategies does this Vietnamese successful language learner commonly use?

The participant most often used Metacognitive strategies in combination with memory strategies. The results show that Metacognitive strategies have the highest mean of 4.0. The strategies of the second highest mean are Memory strategies, whose mean is 3.9. The mean of Social strategies is 3.3, thus they rank third. Cognitive strategies rank fourth, whose mean is 2.9.  The means of the other two strategies are the same: both Compensation strategies and Affective strategies have means of 2.8. The scores of the six strategy groups are shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Learning Strategies

	Strategies
	Mean
	Rank

	Metacognitive
	4.0
	1st

	Memory
	3.9
	2nd

	Social
	3.3
	3rd

	Cognitive
	2.9
	4th

	Compensation
	2.8
	5th

	Affective
	2.8
	6th


The participant is good at organizing, evaluating her learning and planning for her study as well as paying attention to Thai language characteristics. She reported that she learned pronunciation through repeating and imitating and emphasized that imitating the native accent was the key to acquiring good pronunciation. She also centered her attention on how words were pronounced and practiced pronunciation naturalistically while she was watching movies or TV serials and listening to songs or radio programs. She said she memorized or reviewed vocabulary regularly and remembered new SL words or phrases by remembering their location on the page, on the board, or on a street sign and making a mental picture of a situation in which the word might be used. Sometimes she used new SL words in a sentence so she could remember them. Apart from this, the learner sometimes uses other strategies such as social, cognitive, compensation and affective strategies. Specific strategies used by this participant can be illustrated as follows.
Table 3: The most commonly used specific Strategies
	Strategy Group
	Specific Strategy



	Metacognitive
	Organizing

- dividing up the memorization load

- scheduling time for memorization

Paying attention

- paying attention to how words are pronounced

Seeking practice opportunities

Planning the time

Noticing her own mistakes

Knowing her progress

	Memory
	Representing sounds in memory

- using phonetic spelling

Reviewing

- reviewing lessons regularly

Placing new words into a context

- memorizing vocabulary from example sentences

Representing sounds in memory

- using phonetic spelling and accent marks

	Social
	Practicing Thai with other students

Trying to learn about the culture of Thai speakers

	Cognitive
	Trying to find patterns in the SL

	Compensation
	Using a word or phrase that means the same thing in case being unable to think a Thai word

	Affective
	Talking to someone else about how she feels when she is learning Thai


Discussion 

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research studies show how learners are similar, and how they are different in terms of acquiring a second language. Despite the common systems of memory and language and cognitive processing in the brain (Cook, 2001), language learners vary in terms of factors such as: aptitudes, demographic variables, affective variables, learning styles, and learning strategies when they start learning the second language. These variable factors have profound effects on how the learners approach language learning tasks and how successful they are. From the analysis above, it can be seen that the participant in this study owns some specific characteristics to be considered as a successful Thai language learner. In terms of aptitude, she has an ability of memorizing new words so it is true to the hypothesis that pointed out that “a learner with high aptitude may learn with greater ease and speed” and “aptitude can be taken as a capacity that enhances the rate and ease of learning”. This learner actively involves herself in the language learning task, knows how to plan the learning and pays a special attention to the language system. Those factors are in accordance with strategies and techniques that Naiman et al. (1978) proposed. The learner analyzes the language and use appropriate techniques of practice and memorization and makes use of Meta-cognitive and Memory strategies in her learning process. In terms of personality, the participant is a secretive girl who tended to hide all thoughts and feelings. This feature is introvert personality that may be seen as does not support the language learning because some studies have found that learners’ success in language learning is associated with extroversion. For the motivation concept, this learner possesses both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. She is learning Thai language with the interests that arise from learning process itself and from the teachers, Thai culture, Thai people that she ever meets as well as from the desire to have a chance to go to Thai.

In the field of language learning, Behaviorism, Cognitivism and Constructivism are prominent theories that explain the learning process comprehensively. Behaviorism is a theory learning that focuses on objectively observable behaviors and discounts mental activities. Behavior theorists define learning as nothing more than the acquisition of new behavior. While Cognitivism describes learning as a mental activity that entails internal coding and structuring by the learner, Constructivism is a philosophy of learning founded on the premise that, by reflecting on our experiences, we construct our own understanding of the world we live in. Although these theories have different principles, they can be applied in each teaching and learning context in an appropriate way to make the learning more effective. Of all these theories, to some extents, Cognitivism and Constructivism are suitable for my teaching context now. I agree to a certain extent that the cognitive theory can be used to describe learner strategies that occur in the human brain (e.g. Oxford’s (1990) memory strategies, cognitive strategies, and metacognitive strategies). However, some strategies do not occur in the brain. Instead, they are performed as behaviors to aid learning or using of a second language.

5. Conclusion 

 
So far, throughout the process of the research, significant findings have been found. First of all, concerning the learner’s characteristics, this study results revealed that the successful Thai language participant has a secretive personality, positive attitude toward Thai language learning and has a special ability to learn new words. Besides, her most preferred learning style is Linguistics and Musical which are correlative with her learning strategies use. Of the six sub-categories listed in Oxford’s (1990) SILL, metacognitive and memory strategies were used most frequently. 

From the findings above, the first implication that can be drawn out is that strategy training would surely benefit students and help them become more efficient strategy users and independent learners. As for teachers, within the content- based lessons, teachers can still help their students raise their awareness of language learning strategies and integrate strategy trainings into the lesson through well- organized activities. Creating a positive attitude towards making error in class is another beneficial technique that teachers can do to help their students. The specific way that a teacher may choose varies greatly depending on the need of different groups of learners, the resources available and the length of the strategy training (Oxford, 1990). Teachers should take learners’ individual differences into account and to create a learning environment in which more learners can be successful in learning an L2.

As the results of this study are based largely on responses to a questionnaire, the strategies reported are those that the subjects perceived themselves as using. Further research is, therefore, necessary to decide whether these strategies are actually used by the students in language learning or not. Another limitation of the research is that the population of the research was too small (1 participant). The research result, therefore, can hardly be generalized to a bigger population. It is also impossible for the researcher to come up with any conclusion about Vietnamese learners in general. Latter study with bigger scope would hopefully bring about a better picture of Vietnamese learners’ use of strategies in Thai language learning.
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NGHIÊN CỨU TÌNH HUỐNG VỀ NGƯỜI HỌC NGOẠI NGỮ 2 TIẾNG THÁI THÀNH CÔNG
Th.S. Nguyễn Thị Vân Chi -Khoa Tiếng Anh

Trường Đại học Ngoại Ngữ -Đại học Quốc Gia Hà Nội

Điện thoại: 0989. 477.781
Email: vanchihatay@yahoo.com
      ____________________________________________________________

TÓM TẮT

Hiện nay rất nhiều nhà nghiên cứu đã chuyển hướng nghiên cứu từ phương pháp giảng dạy sang người học, đặc biệt là chú trọng đến việc tìm ra các đặc điểm của người học ngoại ngữ thành công. Trong bối cảnh giảng dạy của tác giả, có thể nhận thấy rằng một số sinh viên Việt Nam khi học tiếng Thái như ngoại ngữ 2 ở trường Đại học Ngoại ngữ, ĐHQG Hà Nội thì thành công hơn các sinh viên cùng lớp khác. Vì vậy, nghiên cứu này sẽ tìm hiểu các đặc điểm liên quan đến tính cách, năng khiếu, động lực, phong cách cũng như chiến thuật học tập của một trường hợp ngưởi học tiếng Thái cụ thể.
T ừ khóa: nghiên cứu tình huống, người học tiếng Thái, thành công
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