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ABSTRACT
After	a	brief	 introduction	to	language	learner	strategies	and	grammar	strategies	as	a	
subcategory,	it	is	pointed	out	that	research	on	the	use	of	grammar	strategies	by	learners	
of	a	second	language	(L2)	has	been	limited.	The	article	then	describes	the	construction	
of	a	website	with	strategies	for	learning	and	performing	Spanish	grammar,	with	a	focus	
on	grammar	that	was	found	to	be	problematic	for	both	nonnative	learners	and	teachers	
alike.	The	website	is	divided	into	strategies	for	learning	a	specific	grammar	form	and	
strategies	which	 are	 consistent	with	 the	 learners’	 style	 preferences	 and	which	 could	
be	applied	to	various	grammar	forms.	The	website’s	focus	is	on	strategizing	about	the	
learning	and	use	of	Spanish	grammar	rather	than	as	a	compendium	of	rules	for	Spanish	
grammar.	The	article	ends	with	a	report	on	a	small-scale	study	using	largely	qualitative	
means	to	determine	the	impact	of	a	Spanish	grammar	strategies	website	on	15	learn-
ers	who	agreed	to	track	their	experiences	with	selected	strategies	over	a	period	of	6-8	
weeks.	Students’	responses	on	the	strategy	tracking	forms	and	in	the	interviews	over	
the	course	of	study	indicated	that	the	learners	generally	benefited	to	some	extent	and	
in	some	cases	greatly	from	use	of	the	website,	suggesting	its	potential	for	supporting	
learners	of	Spanish	in	remembering	and	correctly	using	various	grammatical	forms	that	
had	previously	been	problematic	for	them.	
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INTRODUCTION
It	 is	safe	to	say	that	 language	learner	strategies	have	established	themselves	as	having	a	
significant	role	to	play	in	the	learning	and	use	of	a	second	or	foreign	language	(L2).	None-
theless,	there	are	those	who	are	unclear	as	to	just	what	language	learner	strategies	actually	
are.	It	was	for	this	reason	that	co-author	Cohen	conducted	a	survey	to	determine	the	use	of	
terminology	by	19	world	experts	in	the	field	of	language	learner	strategies	(Cohen,	2007).	It	
was	found	that	there	was	consensus	among	the	experts	in	a	number	of	areas	and	a	modicum	
of	disagreement	when	it	came	to	the	fine	tuning	of	a	definition	for	language	learner	strategies.	
For	example,	there	was	disagreement	as	to	whether	a	language	strategy	has	to	have	all	of	the	
following	elements:	a	mental	component,	a	goal,	an	action,	a	metacognitive	component,	and	
a	potential	that	it	will	lead	to	learning.	Nonetheless,	enough	of	a	consensus	was	found	about	
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language	strategies	to	motivate	the	planning	and	execution	of	numerous	studies	into	the	ef-
fectiveness	of	employing	strategies	in	order	to	enhance	language	development.	Many	of	these	
studies	are	cited	in	recent	reviews	of	the	literature	on	listening,	reading,	speaking,	writing,	
and	vocabulary	strategies	(see	Cohen	&	Macaro,	2007).	The	following	is	a	working	definition	
for	 language	 learner	strategies:	 thoughts	and	actions,	consciously	selected	by	 learners,	 to	
assist	them	both	in	learning	and	using	language	in	general	and	in	the	completion	of	specific	
language	tasks.

When	Oxford	set	about	to	review	the	literature	on	grammar	strategy	research	for	the	Cohen	
and	Macaro	volume,	she	found	that	she	had	to	settle	for	a	think	piece	since	she	found	gram-
mar	strategies	 to	be	 relatively	unexplored.	The	 resulting	chapter	prompted	a	colleague	 to	
conduct	a	questionnaire-based	study	of	reported	strategy	use	(Pawlak,	2009).	What	was	still	
lacking	in	the	literature	were	studies	on	learners’	actual	use	of	grammar	strategies,	beyond	
the	reports	of	their	use	in	general.	It	was	Cohen’s	sense	that	part	of	what	made	grammar	
strategy	studies	so	sparse	was	lack	of	a	good	understanding	on	just	what	grammar	strategies	
might	entail.	This	was	in	part	what	prompted	the	effort	to	create	a	website	replete	with	gram-
mar	strategies—with	the	thought	that	the	existence	of	such	a	website	might,	in	fact,	stimulate	
research	on	grammar	strategies.

A	recent	volume	edited	by	Griffiths	(2008)	was	dedicated	to	the	ground-breaking	article	by	
Rubin	(1975)	on	what	the	good	language	learner	can	teach	us.	Rubin’s	article	in	many	ways	
jump-started	the	field	of	language	learner	strategies.	One	of	the	key	findings	from	the	work	
on	strategies	among	good	language	learners	is	that	while	there	will	always	be	“natural	learn-
ers,”	many	language	learners	stand	to	benefit	from	explicit	strategy	instruction	(see	Rubin,	
Chamot,	Harris,	&	Anderson,	2007;	Chamot,	2008;	Cohen,	2008).	In	other	words,	explicit	
strategy	instruction	can	enhance	learners’	language	ability.	The	tenets	of	such	instruction	that	
could	apply	to	the	accessing	of	strategies	on	a	website	would	include	the	following:

•	 presenting	and	modeling	 strategies	 so	 that	 learners	become	 increasingly	
aware	of	their	thinking	and	learning	processes,	and

•	 getting	learners	to	evaluate	the	effectiveness	of	the	strategies	used	and	ef-
forts	they	make	to	transfer	these	strategies	to	new	tasks.	

It	is	important	to	note	that	the	effectiveness	of	a	given	instance	of	strategy	instruction	for	a	
given	learner	will	depend	on

•	 the	specific	learning	context,
•	 the	task	at	hand,	
•	 the	learners’	background	knowledge,	
•	 the	learners’	goals	for	learning	the	particular	language,	
•	 the	learners’	style	preferences,	and
•	 the	learners’	existing	language	strategy	repertoire	and	experience	using	it.	

It	was	the	intention	of	the	current	project	to	apply	strategies	to	the	area	of	grammar.	Even	
though	in	this	era	of	communicative	language	teaching	there	is	a	tendency	to	play	down	the	
issue	of	grammar	and	even	relegate	grammar	learning	to	homework	assignments,	the	reality	
is	that	learners	encounter	grammar	forms	that	are	problematic	and	that	cause	them	repeated	
difficulties,	regardless	of	how	well	these	forms	are	presented	in	textbooks,	drilled	in	class,	
or	exercised	in	homework	assignments.	As	Oxford	and	Lee	note	in	their	review	of	grammar	
strategy	issues,	“grammar	learning	might	or	might	not	occur	for	a	particular	student.	At	heart,	
learning	depends	on	the	student”	(2007,	p.	119).
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While	much	attention	is	focused	on	the	teaching	of	grammar,	not	very	much	attention	appears	
to	be	paid	to	how	learners	are	to	go	about	learning	and	performing	it.	One	approach	to	the	
learning	of	grammar	which	has	been	promoted	by	sociocultural	theorists	is	to	have	students	
work	collaboratively	on	resolving	grammar	issues	(see	Swain,	2006).	A	recent	study	by	Mc-
Donough	and	Sunitham	(2009),	however,	would	suggest	that	students	do	not	necessarily	re-
member	the	grammar	forms	later	on,	even	if	they	have	a	successful	collaborative	experience	
dealing	with	the	forms.

The	conclusion	to	take	away	from	this	brief	review	of	literature	would	be	that	grammar	forms	
may	not	be	acquired	easily,	even	after	collaborative	work.	Consequently,	there	seems	to	be	a	
role	for	supporting	students	in	the	systematic	use	of	strategies	for	retaining	the	grammatical	
forms	that	they	encounter	and	need	in	order	to	perform	in	the	language.

THE	DESIGN	OF	A	GRAMMAR	STRATEGY	WEBSITE
It	was	with	the	intention	of	helping	to	enhance	learners’	control	of	Spanish	grammar	that	the	
website	was	designed.	The	goal	was	to	provide	examples	of	strategies	that	students	of	Span-
ish	have	found	successful	for	them	in	dealing	with	problematic	grammar.	For	the	purposes	of	
this	website,	grammar	strategies	were	defined	as	‘deliberate	thoughts	and	actions	students	
consciously	employed	for	learning	and	getting	better	control	over	the	use	of	grammar	struc-
tures.’	The	website	features	strategies	deployed	successfully	by	learners,	including	strategies	
from	nonnative	teachers	of	Spanish,	who	need	to	learn	Spanish	grammar	in	order	to	teach	it.	
So,	rather	than	being	a	repository	of	Spanish	grammar	rules	(which	can	be	found	elsewhere	
on	the	web),	this	website	offers	suggested	strategies	provided	by	those	who	have	used	these	
strategies	to	remember	the	grammatical	structures	that	they	needed.	

The	project	commenced	in	August	of	2007	with	an	initial	effort	involving	the	design	of	online	
surveys	for	learners	and	instructors	as	to	what	they	considered	to	be	problematic	grammar	
forms	in	Spanish.	We	felt	it	imperative	to	do	some	‘market	research’	to	determine	what,	in	
fact,	were	perceived	by	learners	and	their	teachers	as	problematic	areas	in	Spanish	grammar.	
Five	versions	of	an	inventory	were	constructed	for	learners	in	order	to	cover	various	possible	
problematic	areas	and	to	tap	perceptions	of	learners	at	varying	levels	of	language	proficiency.	
Altogether,	 111	 students	 responded	 to	 one	 or	 another	 version	 of	 this	 questionnaire	 (see	
http://www.carla.umn.edu/strategies/sp_grammar/students.html).	 In	addition,	24	teachers	
responded	 to	one	of	 the	 two	versions	of	 the	 survey	 that	were	 intended	 for	 teachers	 (see	
http://www.carla.umn.edu/strategies/sp_grammar/structures.html).	Subsequent	to	the	col-
lection	of	this	survey	information,	students	and	nonnative	instructors	of	Spanish	were	invited	
to	interview	sessions	that	were	both	audio-	and	videotaped.	Twenty-eight	students	and	eight	
nonnative	teachers	participated.	Questions	were	designed	to	probe	the	interviewees’	accuracy	
of	use	of	the	grammar	form	for	which	they	used	a	given	strategy.

While	over	45	hours	of	audio-	and	videotaping	were	amassed,	it	turned	out	that	only	a	limited	
portion	of	this	material	(e.g.,	66	short	video	clips)	was	worthy	of	being	digitized	and	even	a	
smaller	portion	was	used	in	the	website.	The	video	clips	were	digitized	by	a	professional	me-
dia	consortium	to	ensure	high	quality.	In	addition	to	the	video	clips,	audio	clips	were	similarly	
identified	and	prepared	for	the	website,	along	with	graphs	and	other	types	of	illustrations.	As	
part	of	the	interview	process,	the	learners	were	encouraged	to	use	a	Cyberpad	which	made	
computerized	versions	of	their	lists	and	illustrations.	The	main	purpose	was	to	have	a	visual	
record	of	the	mental	images	that	learners	described	using	as	part	of	their	strategizing.	In	ad-
dition,	class	notes	were	borrowed	from	the	students	in	order	to	identify	material	that	could	
be	of	benefit	in	preparing	descriptions	of	strategies	for	the	website.	Sometimes	the	materials	
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were	usable	as	they	were	found.	At	other	times	it	was	necessary	to	enhance	their	appearance	
to	make	them	more	accessible	to	users	of	the	website.

The	content	design	 team	consisted	of	 the	 co-authors	of	 this	paper	with	 the	part-time	as-
sistance	of	two	University	of	Minnesota	graduate	students	 in	Hispanic	Linguistics.	The	web	
design	team	was	composed	of	an	undergraduate	student	and	a	staff	member	from	the	Center	
for	Advanced	Research	on	Language	Acquisition	(CARLA)	at	the	University	of	Minnesota.	The	
website	project	also	benefited	from	the	visit	of	the	project	advisor,	Rebecca	Oxford	(U.S.	Air	
Force	Culture	and	Language	Center,	Maxwell	AFB,	Alabama)	in	November	2007.	By	July	of	
2008,	the	website,	though	still	under	construction,	was	ready	for	usability	testing,	and	so	11	
students	taking	Spanish	summer	courses	at	the	University	of	Minnesota	participated	in	this	
process,	which	was	 conducted	 by	 co-authors	 Pinilla-Herrera	 and	 Thompson.	 The	 resulting	
feedback	 included	 comments	 about	 the	website	 credibility,	 organization,	 clarity,	 language,	
graphs	 and	 illustrations	 (including	Cyberpad	 images),	 video	 clips,	 audio	 clips,	 inclusion	 of	
student	pictures,	and	user	friendliness.	At	the	same	time,	this	usability	testing	provided	valu-
able	suggestions	for	reducing	the	amount	of	text	and	enhancing	its	presentation,	making	the	
navigation	easier,	reorganizing	some	sections,	improving	their	appearance,	and	even	making	
some	very	specific	corrections.	

One	of	the	biggest	challenges	in	constructing	the	website	was	determining	how	to	organize	
it.	With	the	assistance	of	the	project	advisor,	it	was	determined	that	the	website	would	be	
divided	into	strategies	specific	to	certain	grammar	forms	and	those	of	general	application.	But	
since	it	was	decided	that	only	high-quality	strategies	(i.e.,	of	potential	benefit	to	a	large	cross-
section	of	learners)	would	be	used	on	the	website,	we	limited	our	coverage	to	those	kinds	of	
strategies.	Consequently,	we	discarded	much	of	the	material	gathered	because	it	did	not	fit	
this	criterion.	In	addition,	we	made	no	effort	to	elicit	strategies	in	one	or	another	category.	
And	needless	to	say,	much	time	was	spent	writing	and	revising	the	content	for	the	website	
so	that	it	would	be	of	high	interest	and	high	readability	for	learners	of	Spanish.	Hence,	each	
entry	needed	to	be	brief,	to	the	point,	useful,	and	if	possible	entertaining	or	at	least	attrac-
tive.	For	this	reason,	the	decision	was	made	not	to	use	clip	art	but	rather	photos	of	the	actual	
learners.	We	felt	that	this	would	have	higher	appeal	to	college	students.

The	 website	 (http://www.carla.umn.edu/strategies/sp_grammar)	 was	 launched	 in	 July	 of	
2009.	The	content	of	the	website	includes	an	introduction	that	is	meant	to	give	general	ori-
entation	to	users	of	the	site	so	that	they	can	begin	navigating	it.	Then	each	section	has	a	
brief	preamble,	followed	by	strategy	descriptions,	diagrams,	and,	in	some	cases,	numerous	
examples.	We	made	an	effort	to	be	parsimonious	with	the	use	of	audio	and	video	clips	so	that	
users	would	not	feel	overloaded	by	them.	In	addition,	the	clips	themselves	were	kept	brief	so	
as	to	maintain	the	flow	of	the	website	and	avoid	learners	getting	unnecessarily	bogged	down.	
As	to	the	rationale	for	using	the	various	types	of	strategies,	a	separate	section	was	set	up	
with	this	information.	A	sidebar	label	takes	users	to	this	rationale	section.	The	website	also	
includes	a	glossary.

THE	ORGANIZATION	OF	THE	WEBSITE
The	Introduction	to	the	website	gives	the	purpose	of	the	website	and	also	defines	and	exem-
plifies	a	grammar	strategy.	The	following	is	the	example	of	a	grammar	strategy	provided	in	
the	Introduction:

“I	wanted	to	learn	whether	to	use	ser	or	estar	with	adjectives	to	describe	how	
people	 feel	 or	what	 they	are	 like	 (feliz,	emocionado,	 contento,	alegre,	opti-
mista,	satisfecho,	triste,	and	deprimido).	The	problem	is	that	in	Spanish,	some	
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of	these	adjectives	can	be	used	with	both	ser	and	estar	and	others	tend	to	be	
used	mostly	with	estar.	So	I	created	two	lists	in	my	mind.

Then,	I	created	a	mnemonic	using	the	initials	of	the	verbs	in	the	second	group:	CSTED.	

Next,	I	thought	of	something	silly.

\

I	have	to	remember	that	there	isn’t	a	word	represented	by	the	letter	‘A’.”
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The	Introduction	to	the	website	also	has	questions	to	promote	self-awareness	of	current	lan-
guage	strategy	use,	along	with	a	listing	of	the	factors	that	influence	the	choice	and	effective-
ness	of	grammar	strategies.	In	addition,	users	are	encouraged	to	take	a	learning	style	survey	
that	can	be	downloaded	from	the	website.	

The	Introduction	makes	it	clear	that	the	website	offers	two	sections	for	accessing	strategies	
(see	Figure	1).	The	first	section	provides	strategies	for	a	particular	grammar	form	and	the	
second	section	entails	strategies	for	enhancing	the	learner’s	grammar	strategy	repertoire.	As	
indicated	previously,	there	is	also	a	section	which	provides	the	reason	for	using	one	strategy	
or	another.	Finally	a	glossary	is	available.

Figure	1
Two	Sections	for	Accessing	Strategies	in	the	Website
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The First Section: Strategies for a Particular Grammar Form “I’m looking for a strat-
egy that someone has used successfully to learn a specific grammar form”
The	first	section	contains	the	following	categories:

Moods
•	Subjunctive
•	Imperfect	subjunctive
•	Conditional
•	Conditional	perfect	and	pluperfect	subjunctive
•	Commands

Pronouns
•	Relative	pronouns
•	Simultaneous	use	of	direct	and	indirect	object	pronouns
•	Direct	and	indirect	object	pronouns	in	affirmative	and	negative	tú	commands	
•	Reflexive	pronouns	in	present	perfect	constructions

Tenses/Aspect
•	Preterite
•	Imperfect
•	Preterite	versus	imperfect	

Ser	and	estar

Por	versus	para	

Gender/Agreement
•	Gender	of	nouns
•	Gender	and	number	agreement

Other
•	Demonstrative	adjectives
•	Lo	+	adjective
•	Hacer	and	desde	in	time	expressions
•	Negative	words
•	Superlatives

Figure	2	shows	one	of	the	strategies	from	this	section.	It	helps	students	remember	the	situa-
tions	in	which	the	verb	is	to	be	in	the	subjunctive	mood.
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Figure	2
A	Strategy	from	“I	need	a	strategy	for	a	particular	grammar	form”
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The Second Section: Strategies for Enhancing the Learner’s Grammar Strategy Rep-
ertoire “I’m looking for strategies that match my learning style and that can apply 
to various grammar forms”
This	section	contains	the	following	categories:

Auditory
•	Rhymes
•	Songs	and	chants
•	Talking	to	native	speakers

Visual
•	Color	coding
•	Decision	maps
•	Drawing/mental	images
•	Note	cards
•	Playing	with	verbs
•	Quasi-math	formulas
•	Quick	grammar	references

Kinesthetic
•	Physical	behaviors
•	Writing	it	over

Memory	aids
•	Acronyms
•	Initials	as	a	vehicle	for	mnemonics
•	Phrases	as	memory	aids
•	Phrases	as	vehicles	for	syntax

Cognitive
•	English	sentences	with	Spanish	syntax
•	English	sentences	with	Spanish	words	inserted
•	Focusing	on	meaning
•	Learning	materials	as	a	chunk
•	Learning	grammar	by	explaining	it
•	Using	archetypal	sentences
•	Using	L1	to	keep	forms	and	functions	straight

Context	based
•	Making	associations
•	Observing	use	in	context

Other
•	Avoiding	avoidance
•	Combining	perceptual	modes

Figure	3	illustrates	one	of	the	strategies	from	this	section,	the	use	of	a	note	card,	which	can	be	
applied	to	the	learning	of	numerous	problematic	grammar	forms.	In	this	instance	the	strategy	
entry	gives	students	ideas	about	how	to	use	note	cards	for	studying	often	confused	tenses.
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Figure	3
A	Strategy	from	“I	need	a	strategy	to	enhance	my	grammar	strategy	repertoire”

THE	USABILITY	OF	THE	WEBSITE
In	the	summer	of	2008,	while	the	site	was	in	an	intermediate	stage	of	development,	a	small	
usability	 study	was	 conducted	 to	 determine	 how	 accessible	 and	 user	 friendly	 the	website	
was.	Co-author	Thompson	collected	the	data	from	11	student	users.	The	focus	was	on	their	
reactions	to	the	features	of	the	website,	and	much	useful	feedback	was	obtained	for	the	web	
design	team.	Subsequent	efforts	were	made	to	make	the	website	more	user	friendly.	The	fol-
lowing	are	some	of	the	positive	comments	that	learners	made:

•	 This	is	a	trustworthy,	friendly	website.
•	 The	information	is	credible	because	it’s	from	people	who	have	studied	Span-

ish.

 



	 155

CALICO Journal, 29(1)	 A.	D.	Cohen,	A.	Pinilla-Herrera,	J.	R.	Thompson,	and	L.	E.	Witzig

•	 Good,	detailed	introduction.
•	 I	liked	the	way	you	presented	the	strategies:	(1)	for	a	particular	grammar	

form	and	(2)	to	enhance	my	grammar	strategy	repertoire.
•	 The	website	is	pretty	easy	to	navigate,	especially	if	you	know	what	you’re	

looking	for.
•	 The	language	is	good.	It’s	not	too	academic.	
•	 It’s	personable.	
•	 I	like	that	students	explain	their	own	methods.	They	sounded	smart.
•	 I	like	the	pictures.
•	 I	like	the	hand-drawn	stuff.
•	 I	like	the	notepad	writing	a	lot.	It’s	more	personal	than	a	website	telling	you	

how	to	conjugate	the	verbs.
•	 The	audio	and	video	files	keep	it	interesting.	It’s	better	than	just	reading.
•	 These	videos	are	interesting	to	watch.

	 Along	with	 these	positive	 comments,	 there	were	various	 suggestions	about	how	 to	
make	navigation	easier	such	as	by	improving	the	information	in	the	side	bars.	There	were	also	
a	few	suggestions	for	improving	the	presentation	of	material	in	the	website.

THE	NATURE	OF	THE	WEBSITE
Before	describing	a	study	addressing	the	effectiveness	of	the	website,	we	first	take	stock	of	
what	it	is	and	what	it	is	not.	The	website	amounts	to	a	collection	of	72	strategies	that	were	
found	to	be	effective	for	learners	of	Spanish.	The	website	focuses	on	strategizing	about	the	
learning	and	use	of	Spanish	grammar;	it	deals	only	with	Spanish	grammar	rules	as	they	ap-
pear	in	the	strategies	that	are	featured	in	the	website.	The	intention	is	not	to	teach	Spanish	
grammar	but	rather	to	support	learners	in	learning	and	performing	the	grammar	forms	that	
they	select.	For	those	who	wish,	there	are	links	to	Spanish	grammar	sites	(e.g.,	http://span	
ish.about.com/od/learnspanishgrammar/Learn_Spanish_Grammar.htm).	

It	is	also	important	to	remember	that	these	strategies	were	empirically	obtained	in	a	bottom-
up	fashion.	Instead	of	starting	with	a	taxonomy	of	Spanish	grammar	strategies,	we	created	
the	website	by	pouring	over	hours	of	video-	and	audiotaped	data	and	selecting	only	those	
reported	moves	that	met	the	definition	of	grammar	strategies.	In	addition,	co-author	Pinilla-
Herrera	made	 sure	 that	 the	 nonnative-speaking	 students	 and	 teachers	 who	 reported	 the	
strategies	were,	 in	 fact,	genuinely	able	 to	handle	 the	grammar	 forms	 in	question.	Conse-
quently,	the	set	of	strategies	on	the	website	does	not	constitute	a	full	set	of	Spanish	gram-
mar	strategies,	but	rather	an	empirically	derived	compendium	of	the	strategies	that	emerged	
from	this	data	collection	effort.	More	important,	while	taxonomies	of	strategies	exist,1	to	our	
knowledge	there	is	no	taxonomy	of	Spanish	grammar	strategies	available.	

What	this	website	represents	is	a	wide	variety	of	different	types	of	strategies,	including	strat-
egies	 related	 to	 perceptual	 styles	 (visual,	 auditory,	 and	 kinesthetic),	 cognitive	 strategies,	
memory	 strategies,	 and	 other	 strategies	 that	 defied	 easy	 classification.	 For	 example,	 the	
various	mnemonic	strategies	such	as	those	employing	mnemonic	keywords	and	phrases	con-
stitute	only	one,	albeit	an	important	subcategory	of	the	strategies	on	the	website.	Some	of	
the	strategies	are	complex,	others	simpler.	In	addition,	the	strategies	are	not	indelibly	linked	
to	any	particular	Spanish	grammar	content.	The	second	section	of	the	website	on	strategies	
for	enhancing	the	learner’s	grammar	strategy	repertoire	in	fact	demonstrates	how	the	same	
strategies	can	apply	to	a	number	of	different	grammar	points.	In	fact,	the	website	altogether	
is	simply	intended	to	illustrate	how	such	websites	can	be	constructed	for	dealing	with	strate-
gies	in	a	number	of	skill	areas;	it	is	intended	to	prompt	other	such	efforts.
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With	regard	to	grammar	rules,	Negueruela	and	Lantolf	(2006)	have	pointed	out	that	the	ex-
planations	that	students	receive	in	Spanish	class	are	based	on	rules	of	thumb2	or	incomplete	
simplifications	of	these	rules	derived	from	textbooks	and	often	represent	 lists	of	unrelated	
surface	distinctions.	They	contend	that	learners	need	to	be	taught	to	understand	conceptually	
the	meaning	of	grammatical	features	such	as	tense/aspect	and	clitic	pronouns.	This	would	call	
for	having	learners	materialize	(by	means	of,	say,	diagrams),	verbalize,	and	internalize	the	
meanings.	While	we	can	see	the	advantages	of	leading	learners	to	more	deeply	understand	
the	grammar	forms	that	they	are	using,	our	website	serves	simply	as	a	learning	aid.	Students	
are	to	pick	and	choose	the	strategies	that	appeal	to	them,	some	of	which	provide	rules	of	
thumb	about	Spanish	grammar.	The	truth	is	that	when	learners	wish	to	be	expedient,	they	do,	
in	fact,	look	for	rules	of	thumb.	If	they	attempted	to	gain	deep	understanding	of	every	Span-
ish	grammar	rule,	they	probably	would	not	advance	very	far	in	proficiency.

Learners	using	our	website	are	going	to	find	numerous	strategies	that	could	potentially	assist	
them	in	checking	over	their	writing	and	in	performing	well	on	quizzes	and	tests.	Yet	there	will	
also	be	strategies	which	could	have	a	profound	impact	on	their	development	of	deeper	gram-
matical	understandings.	One	such	strategy	is	referred	to	above	as	“avoiding	avoidance:”	it	
would	appear	only	natural	to	avoid	material	that	is	too	challenging	at	a	learner’s	curent	stage	
of	development,	so	this	strategy	is	intended	to	encourage	students	not	to	do	this.

Finally,	the	website’s	content	has	been	carefully	checked	to	ensure	that	 it	 is	accurate	with	
regard	 to	Spanish	grammar.	Pinilla-Herrera	herself	 teaches	Spanish	and	Spanish	grammar	
and	has	verified	that	the	material	contained	 in	the	strategies	 is	accurate.	We	would	argue	
that	a	website	such	as	the	one	described	here	has	the	potential	to	assist	learners	in	learning	
whatever	Spanish	grammar	information	they	wish	to	learn.	It	is	by	no	means	limited	just	to	
rules	of	thumb.	

STUDY:	HOW	LEARNERS	USE	THE	WEBSITE
With	the	completion	of	the	website	construction	 in	January	2009,	we	wished	to	determine	
how	it	was	actually	being	used	and	also	to	get	a	sense	of	its	benefit	to	the	learners	who	were	
using	it.	Co-authors	Thompson	and	Witzig	each	received	research	funding	from	the	University	
of	Minnesota	in	order	to	investigate	the	impact	of	website	use	on	student	learners	of	Spanish.	

What	gives	this	small-scale	student-led	study	a	unique	niche	is	that	it	was	researching	strate-
gies	at	a	high	level	of	specificity,	unlike	in	other	studies	where	a	strategy	is	more	like	“I	used	
a	dictionary.”	In	this	case,	since	the	website	offered	72	strategies	that	were	very	detailed	and	
specific,	the	research	could	delve	into	the	particulars	of	a	small	group	of	learners	who	were	
dealing	with	strategies	at	this	high	degree	of	specificity.

The	research	questions	for	the	study	were

1.	 To	what	extent	do	learners	perceive	the	strategies	that	they	select	are	help-
ful	in	improving	their	Spanish?

2.	 What	are	the	learners’	reasons	for	choosing	the	strategies	that	they	choose?	
3.	 How	are	specific	strategies	received	by	learners?
4.	 What	are	the	learners’	overall	impressions	of	the	website?	
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Research Design
Sample
Recruitment	 involved	visits	 to	a	number	of	4th-	and	5th-semester	classes,	as	well	as	to	a	
course	about	language	learning.	The	aim	of	the	study	was	explained,	and	the	emails	of	inter-
ested	students	were	collected.	The	bulk	of	the	responses	were	from	5th-semester	students.	
The	eleven	female	and	three	male	University	of	Minnesota	undergraduates	who	were	recruit-
ed	in	February,	2009,	tended	to	be	“intermediate	mid”	learners:	twelve	being	5th-semester	
students,	two	4th-semester	students,	and	one	more	advanced.	A	male	student	at	the	4th-
semester	level	was	added	in	late	summer	2009.	Five	of	the	participants	were	Spanish	majors,	
9	were	Spanish	minors,	and	one	was	neither.	The	students	ranged	in	age	from	19	to	22	(see	
Table	1).	Subjects	were	given	a	$75	credit	at	the	University	bookstore	for	their	participation	
in	the	study.	

Table	1
Basic	Demographics	of	the	Student	Participants
Name Gender Spanish	major Spanish	minor Current	level	of	Spanish	class
Drew M X Major	project	seminar
Layla F X 5th	semester
Mitch M X 5th	semester
Erin F X 5th	semester
Daniel M X 5th	semester
Elise F X 5th	semester
Libby F X 5th	semester
Michiko F X 5th	semester
Melanie F X 5th	semester
Molly F X 5th	semester
Abby F X 5th	semester
Amber F X 5th	semester
Anne F X 5th	semester
Vick M X 4th	semester
Kallie F 4th	semester

Treatment
The	first	14	participants	all	 received	an	orientation	 to	 the	website	 in	February,	2009,	 that	
consisted	of	how	to	use	the	website,	how	to	use	the	Strategy	Tracking	Form	(see	below),	and	
what	it	entailed	for	them	to	write	up	their	experiences	with	strategies	from	the	website.	The	
participants	then	had	free	rein	of	the	website	in	that	they	could	choose	as	many	or	as	few	
strategies	as	they	wished	and	were	free	to	choose	whichever	ones	they	wanted.	The	learners	
accessed	the	website	for	1-2	months	during	Spring	semester	in	2009,	keeping	track	of	the	
strategies	that	they	chose	to	add	to	their	strategy	repertoire.
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Instrumentation
Strategy Tracking Form.	The	Strategy	Tracking	Form	directed	subjects	to	indicate	the	strate-
gies	that	they	accessed,	the	elements	in	the	strategy	information	that	they	used	(e.g.,	audio,	
video,	or	written	content),	rate	its	utility	to	them,	and	indicate	whether	they	had	added	it	to	
their	repertoire	(see	Strategy	Tracking	Form	in	the	Appendix).	They	were	also	asked	to	pro-
vide	an	instance	or	two	when	they	had	actually	used	the	strategy	and	the	extent	to	which	it	
assisted	them	or	not.	

Interview #1.	During	the	second	visit	of	project	advisor	in	early	April,	2009,	Rebecca	Oxford	
provided	helpful	suggestions	about	what	to	include	in	the	student	interviews.	The	first	inter-
view	called	for	demographic	information	such	as	the	classes	that	the	students	were	taking,	
their	majors,	and	the	extent	and	nature	of	their	use	of	Spanish.	They	were	also	asked	about	
their	 motivation	 for	 studying	 Spanish,	 their	 attitudes	 about	 studying	 grammar,	 why	 they	
wanted	to	learn	Spanish,	and	their	learning	style	preferences.	The	discussion	then	focused	on	
the	responses	to	the	specific	strategies	selected	by	participants,	using	the	Strategy	Tracking	
Form	as	a	reference.	

Interview #2.	This	interview	reviewed	the	strategies	that	the	learners	had	selected	for	the	
first	meeting	to	see	if	the	strategies	had	been	of	additional	use.	After	this	review,	the	discus-
sion	moved	to	the	new	strategies	selected	by	the	participants	and	closed	with	a	discussion	of	
the	participants’	general	thoughts	on	the	website	and	ideas	for	improving	it.	

Data	collection	procedures
The	data	collection	period	was	6-8	weeks,	varying	from	subject	to	subject,	starting	for	some	
in	February	of	2009	and	continuing	into	March	or	April,	and	for	others	starting	in	April	and	
continuing	into	May.	For	the	most	part,	students	reported	on	approximately	four	strategies	
during	each	interview.	The	interviews	lasted	roughly	20-25	minutes,	though	some	were	only	
for	15	minutes	and	others	up	to	35.	Witzig	audiotaped	his	interviews	and	then	took	notes	from	
the	audiotapes,	while	Thompson	just	took	notes.	

Procedures	for	data	analysis
A	3-point	scale	was	used	for	rating	the	perceived	assistance	in	learning	Spanish	grammar	that	
a	given	strategy	provided:	helpful,	not	helpful,	or	unclear.	The	rating	focused	on	the	goodness	
of	fit	between	a	given	strategy	and	a	particular	student	who	selected	it,	rather	than	speaking	
to	the	quality	of	the	strategy	because	it	was	so	much	a	personal	matter	how	it	was	used	and	
to	what	extent	its	use	was	effective.	The	ratings	were	made	based	on	the	self-accounts	of	the	
learners’	experiences	with	the	strategies.	When	listening	to	the	subjects’	explanation	of	their	
strategy	use	in	interviews	and	on	the	response	forms,	we	looked	for	expressions	that	posi-
tively	described	the	utility	of	the	strategy	for	them,	as	well	as	evidence	that	they	had	actually	
used	the	strategy,	to	determine	whether	the	strategy	improved	the	subjects’	Spanish	ability.	
An	example	would	be	when	Elise	used	a	rhyme	to	keep	demonstrative	adjectives	straight	and	
stated	that	the	rhyme	had	“completely	cleared	up	any	confusion	I	had	been	having”	and	that	
she	used	it	“all	the	time.”
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Results
Question	1:	To	what	extent	did	learners	perceive	the	strategies	that	they	had	se-
lected	to	be	helpful	in	improving	their	Spanish?
The	participants	thought	that	most	of	the	strategies	they	selected	were	helpful	and	improved	
their	control	over	certain	aspects	of	Spanish	grammar.	Of	the	106	strategies	selected	by	the	
15	learners	(the	most	being	9	and	the	least	being	3),	the	learners	considered	73%	of	them	to	
be	of	assistance,	with	only	17%	being	clearly	unhelpful.	For	another	10%,	it	was	unclear	how	
beneficial	they	were	thought	to	be.	As	Table	2	indicates,	learners	tended	to	perceive	them-
selves	as	gaining	something	from	the	strategy	use.	The	findings	also	showed	some	variation	
in	terms	of	how	beneficial	particular	strategies	were	perceived	to	be.	

Table	2
Students’	Perceptions	of	the	Helpfulness	of	the	Strategies
Name Strategy	

perceived	as	
beneficial

Strategy	
perceived	as	
unhelpful

Unclear Total	number	
of	strategies

Michiko 9 0 0 9
Elise 8 0 0 8
Molly 8 1 1 10
Kallie 7 0 0 7
Melanie 6 0 0 6
Drew 5 1 3 9
Mitch 5 3 0 8
Erin 5 4 0 9
Amber 4 0 3 7
Layla 4 1 0 5
Abby 4 1 2 7
Daniel 3 1 0 4
Anne 3 2 0 5
Libby 3 2 1 6
Vick 3 2 1 6
Total 77	(73%) 18	(17%) 11	(10%) 106	(100%)

The	learners’	written	reports	and	interview	accounts	provided	more	in-depth	information	re-
garding	the	strategies	they	selected.	All	of	the	participants	in	the	study,	even	those	who	had	
a	less	positive	overall	impression	of	the	website,	claimed	that	certain	strategies	had	helped	
them	improve	elements	of	their	Spanish	grammar	performance.	They	were	generally	able	to	
test	out	the	strategies	that	they	selected	in	classroom	activities,	which	were	mainly	written.	
An	example	is	the	statement	below	by	Kallie	explaining	the	usefulness	of	an	acronym	to	help	
distinguish	masculine	and	feminine	nouns	on	a	quiz.

It	really	helps	to	just	remember	a	few	irregular	endings	for	masculine	and	femi-
nine	nouns.	We	were	tested	on	the	gender	of	some	irregular	nouns	on	our	first	
quiz	and	remembering	these	endings	really	helped.	I	got	100%.



	 160

CALICO Journal, 29(1)	 A	Learner	Strategy	Website	for	Spanish	Grammar

The	 usefulness	 of	 strategies	 to	 the	 learners	was	 also	manifested	 by	 increased	 confidence	
when	using	a	specific	form.	Libby	provided	an	example	of	this	when	she	explained	how	an	
acronym	for	the	basic	differences	between	ser	and	estar	helped	her.

This	 strategy	has	assisted	me	both	 inside	and	outside	 the	classroom.	 I	was	
never	100%	sure	when	I	should	use	ser	versus	estar,	but	now	I	find	myself	
going	back	to	the	acronyms	not	only	for	in-class	writing	and	speaking,	but	with	
out	of	class	compositions.

Another	issue	was	the	extent	to	which	participants	perceived	improvement	in	their	Spanish	
grammar	performance	as	a	result	of	using	strategies	 from	the	website.	Students	reported	
improvement	in	classroom	activities,	on	tests,	and	on	writing	assignments.	The	students’	im-
provement	in	Spanish	performance	was	limited	to	classroom	use,	consistent	with	their	report	
that	they	did	not	use	Spanish	much	out	of	class.	In	addition,	since	almost	all	of	the	students	
were	in	Spanish	reading	and	writing	classes	with	little	if	any	focus	on	grammar,	reported	gains	
in	grammar	were	attributed	to	the	influence	of	the	grammar	strategies.	Students	reported,	for	
example,	that	the	strategies	helped	their	writing.	Erin,	for	instance,	explained	the	value	that	
she	found	in	a	strategy	dealing	with	demonstrative	adjectives.

The	rhyme	was	catchy.	It	was	very	brief	and	it	was	easy	to	remember	demon-
strative	adjectives.	This	is	one	of	the	problems	I	encounter	when	I’m	writing	
essays.	I	can’t	determine	when	to	use	‘estos’	and	‘esos’	or	if	‘estes’	even	ex-
ists.	It	helps	me	with	many	of	my	writing	assignments.	Many	words	I	use	in	my	
papers	are	estos,	estas,	esos,	ese,	etc.	Now	I	can	easily	apply	this	fun,	catchy	
line	to	help	me	(remember)	when	to	use	such	words.

Melanie	mentioned	that	she	used	the	PRINT	versus	LITE	acronym	while	writing	drafts	of	her	
papers	to	help	distinguish	when	to	use	ser	or	estar.	She	also	noted	using	this	last	strategy	on	
a	test.

On	our	last	Spanish	exam	we	were	working	with	ser	versus	estar.	It	was	on	our	
study	guide	to	go	over	the	two	in	our	book,	but	I	found	this	strategy	more	help-
ful	so	I	added	it	to	my	study	guide	instead	and	remembered	PRINT	and	LITE	on	
our	test.	I	referred	back	to	it	during	the	test	too	and	it	helped	me	to	correctly	
determine	the	situations	where	ser	was	needed,	and	the	situations	where	estar	
was	needed.	

Furthermore,	some	learners	noted	improvements	in	their	ability	and	confidence	to	use	gram-
mar	forms	that	had	been	problematic	or	unclear.	For	example,	Abby	noted	that	she	conscious-
ly	used	a	mnemonic	device	dealing	with	tú	commands	when	she	ordered	food	in	Spanish.	Fi-
nally,	some	of	the	participants	perceived	general	improvement	in	being	more	strategic	in	their	
learning	process.	For	example,	Kallie	reported	that	accessing	the	website	changed	how	she	
studied.	As	a	case	in	point,	she	had	already	been	using	note	cards,	but	the	website	changed	
her	approach	and	she	now	used	them	more	often	and	to	greater	effect.

Question	2:	What	were	the	learners’	reasons	for	choosing	the	strategies	that	they	
chose?
In	 the	 study’s	 orientation,	 participants	 were	 explicitly	 encouraged	 to	 use	 the	 website	 as	
though	they	were	using	it	for	normal	use	rather	than	just	for	the	study.	At	the	same	time,	
however,	they	were	given	orientation	regarding	how	to	use	the	website—that	there	were	two	
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major	pathways	through	strategies	for	specific	grammar	forms	or	through	general	strategies	
for	enhancing	their	strategy	repertoire.	It	is	important	to	note	that	some	strategies	could	be	
reached	through	both	paths.

A	strong	interest	among	learners	was	found	in	seeking	strategies	for	specific	grammar	forms,	
and	particularly	for	those	forms	giving	them	the	most	difficulty	or	those	forms	that	they	were	
working	on	 in	class.	The	 learners	had	 two	options	 for	searching	 for	strategies;	 they	could	
search	for	them	with	the	intention	of	finding	help	with	a	specific	grammar	form,	or	they	could	
search	more	generally	for	strategies	to	add	to	their	“grammar	strategy	repertoire.”	Sixty-five	
(61%)	of	the	strategies	were	selected	with	the	aim	of	helping	with	a	specific	grammar	form,	
and	41	(39%)	were	selected	as	general	strategies.	It	needs	to	be	pointed	out,	however,	that	
the	distinction	is	a	bit	misleading.	In	reality,	a	fair	portion	of	the	strategies	found	through	the	
general	strategy	route	nonetheless	provided	assistance	with	specific	grammar	forms.	Here	is	
an	example	from	Kallie.

I	often	get	confused	when	I	try	to	figure	out	whether	something	is	indicative	or	
subjunctive.	This	strategy	looked	like	it	would	clear	up	my	confusion.

For	many	of	the	learners,	the	main	intention	of	the	general	strategies	section	of	the	website—
to	provide	 learners	with	grammar	strategies	 that	were	consistent	with	 their	 learning	style	
preferences—seemed	to	go	unnoticed.	A	few	students	mentioned	that	using	the	website	made	
them	think	about	how	they	learned	and	the	learning	styles	they	favored,	but	none	seemed	to	
methodically	seek	out	strategies	based	on	their	own	learning	styles.	In	a	few	cases,	students	
searched	 for	strategies	based	on	their	 learning	styles,	such	as	Michiko,	when	she	 found	a	
strategy	that	helped	learners	with	agreement	by	relating	it	to	an	algebra	polynomial.

The	fact	that	this	strategy	was	mathematical	appealed	to	me	a	lot.	My	favorite	
class	in	middle	and	high	school	was	algebra	and	math	comes	pretty	easily	to	
me.	Therefore,	thinking	of	agreement	as	a	polynomial	was	unique	but	interest-
ing	to	me.	It	totally	makes	sense	too.

There	was	also	a	fair	amount	of	individual	variation	in	terms	of	how	students	actually	used	
the	website.	Some	students	casually	browsed	the	website	looking	for	strategies	that	appealed	
to	them,	others	went	directly	to	strategies	that	they	needed	for	specific	forms,	and	still	oth-
ers	spent	a	considerable	amount	of	time	looking	through	all	the	strategies	and	then	chose	
the	strategies	that	piqued	their	interest.	For	example,	while	Melanie	initially	spent	4-5	hours	
going	through	the	majority	of	the	strategies	on	the	website	and	then	focused	on	only	those	
that	really	appealed	to	her,	Abby	used	the	website	for	15	minutes	now	and	then	looking	for	
strategies	that	she	needed	for	specific	grammar	forms,	and	especially	when	writing	papers.	
Erin	observed	a	couple	strategies	everyday	for	a	week.	Amber	used	the	website	“in	chunks”	
looking	for	strategies	in	areas	where	she	sought	improvement.	Daniel	initially	visited	the	web-
site	several	times	and	went	straight	for	strategies	for	specific	forms,	particularly	relating	to	
the	subjunctive	mood,	and	eventually	browsed	for	some	general	strategies.	

Conscious	of	the	type	of	strategies	that	appealed	to	her,	Anne	looked	through	all	the	strate-
gies	in	one	sitting	but	spent	most	of	her	time	working	with	rhymes	and	acronyms.	Like	Anne,	
some	students	were	aware	of	 the	 learning	styles	before	they	used	the	website	or	became	
more	aware	of	them	by	using	the	website	and,	as	a	result,	went	for	strategies	that	coincided	
with	these	preferences.	Both	Melanie	and	Molly,	for	example,	reported	being	visual	learners.	
The	first	strategy	that	Melanie	decided	to	work	with	was	a	decision	map	to	distinguish	be-
tween	the	preterite	and	imperfect	tenses.	Upon	further	use	of	the	website,	she	realized	how	
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much	she	liked	catchy	strategies	that	were	easy	to	internalize,	and	consequently	four	of	the	
six	strategies	she	selected	were	with	acronyms,	rhymes,	or	mnemonics.	Molly	also	indicated	
in	her	first	 interview	that	awareness	of	her	visual	 learning	preference	“was	a	big	 factor	 in	
choosing	strategies.”	Her	preference	for	visual	learning	was	underscored	by	her	strategic	de-
cision	to	write	all	of	the	strategies	that	she	found	appealing	on	note	cards	so	that	she	could	
look	at	them	and	conveniently	have	them	with	her.	

Question	3:	How	were	specific	strategies	received	by	learners?
The	focus	of	this	research	question	was	on	the	strategies	themselves	and	whether	there	was	
such	a	thing	as	a	“good”	strategy.	We	will	consider	only	strategies	which	were	selected	by	at	
least	4	to	5	learners.	Drawing	on	examples	from	the	Strategy	Tracking	Form,	let	us	first	look	
at	instances	of	four	strategies	that	were	consistently	reported	to	be	of	assistance.

1.	 A	rhyme	to	keep	the	demonstrative	adjectives	straight

Michiko:	Even	though	I	have	been	studying	Spanish	for	so	long,	I	still	have	
trouble	with	demonstrative	adjectives,	specifically	“this”	and	“that”	because	
they	are	spelled	so	similarly….	Recently	while	writing	my	essay,	instead	of	
going	with	my	 instinct	 on	 “this-that,”	 I	 try	 to	 remember	 this	 rhyme.	Al-
though	I	 forget	to	use	 it	sometimes,	I	noticed	that	I	make	 less	mistakes	
with	 these	demonstrative	adjectives	and	 I	 don’t	 accidentally	 switch	back	
and	forth	between	“this-that”	either.

Elise:	This	is	a	simply	rhyme	that	has	completely	cleared	up	any	confusion	I	
had	been	having	….When	I	am	writing	any	of	the	demonstrative	adjectives	
(este,	esta,	ese,	esa	…),	I	consciously	think	about	this.

Drew:	I	always	confuse	the	demonstrative	adjectives.	I	have	looked	them	
up	a	hundred	times	but	when	it	comes	to	using	them	I	always	mess	up,	so	
that’s	why	I	felt	this	would	be	useful	….	I	can	see	a	slight	improvement	in	my	
use	of	the	demonstrative	adjectives.	I	don’t	have	to	continually	look	them	
up	as	much	….	The	other	day	I	was	working	on	my	senior	paper,	and	I	was	
trying	to	say	“this	method”	and	I	couldn’t	convince	myself	that	“este”	was	
correct,	so	I	thought	of	the	rhyme	as	a	reassurance.	

Melanie:	Rhymes	are	generally	easy	to	remember	for	me,	and	a	good	ref-
erence	to	keep	handy.	I	would	say	that	this	strategy	helped	in	and	out	of	
the	classroom.	I	usually	don’t	use	demonstrative	adjectives	that	much,	but	
now	seeing	this	strategy	made	me	feel	like	I	should	try	to	incorporate	them	
more,	so	in	class	I	have	been	thinking	about	them.	I	remember	wanting	to	
use	the	strategy	just	to	enhance	my	overall	use	of	demonstrative	adjectives.	

Erin:	The	rhyme	was	catchy.	It	was	very	brief	and	it	was	easy	to	remember	
demonstrative	adjectives.	This	is	one	of	the	problems	I	encounter	when	I’m	
writing	essays.	 I	can’t	determine	when	 to	use	estos	and	esos	or	 if	estes	
even	exists.	It	helps	me	with	many	of	my	writing	assignments.	Many	words	
I	use	in	my	papers	are	estos,	estas,	esos,	ese,	etc.	Now	I	can	easily	apply	
this	fun,	catchy	line	to	help	me	(remember)	when	to	use	such	words.	
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2.	 por	versus	para	distinction	by	using	English	equivalents	for	por

Kallie:	I	used	this	strategy	on	my	test	last	week	for	the	por	versus	para	sec-
tion.	For	each	blank,	I	translated	what	the	sentence	was	saying	and	chose	
the	right	word	based	on	the	equivalents	I	studies.	I	got	my	test	back	and	
got	them	all	right!

Libby:	It’s	a	very	simple	method	for	remembering	the	uses	of	por,	and	then	
inferring	when	to	use	para	based	on	those	conclusions	….	It’s	a	way	to	re-
member	the	distinction	without	memorizing	extensive	definitions	for	both	
por	and	para	….	I	consciously	remember	the	definitions	when	I	am	writing.

Vick:	It	was	color	coded,	which	kind	of	made	it	more	aesthetically	pleasing.	
I	think	it	was	nice	because	it	was	short,	and	it	had	…	equivalents	like	‘by,’	
‘through,’	 ‘in	exchange	 for.’	This	would	have	been	super	useful	especially	
during	the	test	….	After	seeing	it	and	practicing	with	it	a	little	bit	you	kind	
of	start	to	get	a	feel:	Instead	of	thinking	of	por	as	always	‘by,’	if	you	think	
of	it	as	‘through,’	…	or	‘in	exchange	for,’	it	makes	more	sense	and	it	would	
probably	help	kids	out	a	lot.	

3.	 DUWIT	acronym	for	remembering	when	the	use	the	imperfect	tense/aspect

Libby:	…I’ve	referred	to	the	acronym	to	decide	which	tense	to	use.	My	%	
correct	of	fill-in-the-blank	conjugation	questions	increased	after	using	this	
strategy….	My	pre-test	worksheet	=	50%	correct	[before	adding	this	strat-
egy],	my	exam	=	100%	correct.	

4.	 Endings	as	band	names	for	remembering	imperfect	tense/aspect

Elise:	I	haven’t	used	this	strategy	in	the	classroom	yet,	but	I	have	been	able	
to	use	it	in	outside	compositions.	Suddenly,	everything	just	makes	sense.	:)

Now,	so	as	to	underscore	the	point	that	the	strategies	on	the	website	were	not	 inherently	
beneficial,	we	 look	at	 three	strategies	 reported	by	most	 students	 to	be	of	assistance,	but	
nonetheless	reported	by	one	student	in	each	case	as	being	unhelpful.

1.	 A	mnemonic	device	about	actor	Vin	Diesel	for	remembering	affirmative	tú	
commands

Reported to be helpful
Drew:	It	is	an	acronym	that	I	can	remember	fairly	easily	….	I	have	noticed	
that	 I	 am	 less	hesitant	when	using	 the	affirmative	 tú	 commands	….	The	
other	day	I	was	trying	to	tell	one	of	the	children	in	my	class	to	“do	it,”	but	
I	couldn’t	think	of	the	affirmative	tú	command	for	hacer,	so	I	recalled	the	
acronym	and	got	haz.

Abby:	I	was	looking	for	a	way	to	remember	the	irregular	commands.	Mne-
monics	are	usually	a	good	way	for	me	to	remember	things,	so	this	strategy	
works	well	for	me.	This	strategy	has	helped	me	more	inside	the	classroom	
than	outside	because	I	don’t	have	many	opportunities	to	use	Spanish	out-
side	of	class.	In	class,	I’ve	used	it	a	few	times	when	conversing	with	class-
mates.	I	have	also	used	it	when	talking	to	my	younger	brother	who	is	 in	
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Spanish	 classes	 in	high	 school.	When	 I	was	home	over	 spring	break	my	
brother	and	I	were	talking,	and	I	used	the	mnemonic	to	remember	how	to	
tell	him	to	put	my	bag	in	my	room.

Erin:	It	is	such	a	bright	idea	that	she	would	come	up	with	some	catchy	and	
memorable	 (phrase)	 like	 this.	 It	 is	easy	 to	 retain	and	understand.	Some	
phrases	are	hard	to	comprehend	and	don’t	make	sense	but	this	one	is	amaz-
ing	because	I	actually	(understand)	what	they’re	talking	about.	It	helped	
me	with	exams	and	writing	essays.	Some	irregular	tú	commands	are	hard	
to	remember	because	they	don’t	sound	the	same	as	their	indicative	form.	
Commands	are	one	of	my	weakest	points	in	Spanish	because	there	are	just	
too	many	rules	with	the	positive	and	negative	including	the	agreement,	el,	
ellos,	formal	and	informal.	When	I	first	saw	it,	I	was	impressed	and	I	started	
saying	[it]	out	 loud	over	and	over.	I’ve	used	this	 in	my	essays	because	I	
had	to	write	some	dialogue	for	the	characters	and	I	used	the	commands	for	
irregular	tú.

Reported to be unhelpful
Layla:	 I	know	there	are	a	 few	 irregular	commands	so	I	wanted	to	find	a	
strategy	for	them	all	….	What’s	interesting	is	that	I	do	remember	this	de-
vice;	it	sticks	with	me.	I	just	choose	not	to	use	it.	The	way	it	sounds	in	my	
head	does	not	at	all	relate	to	the	irregulars:	ven di sal haz ten ve pon sé	….

2.	 An	acronym—PRINT	+	LITE—for	the	ser-estar	distinction

Reported to be helpful
Elise:	I	just	took	a	Spanish	3015	test	yesterday	and	had	to	write	a	para-
graph	on	religion	in	América Latina.	I	used	the	acronym	PRINT	to	remember	
“religion”	used	ser,	so	I	was	able	to	correctly	form	the	sentence,	Muchas 
personas en América Latina son católicas.

Kallie:	I	definitely	used	this	strategy	when	I	was	writing	my	mesa redonda	
[composition],	 especially	because	 I	had	 to	also	decide	between	pretérito	
and	imperfecto,	so	it	was	nice	to	be	more	certain	about	which	(ser	or	estar)	
to	use	and	then	figure	out	which	tense.

Melanie:	I	liked	the	easily	remembered	acronym	of	“PRINT	and	LITE”	and	
I	could	always	use	some	help	with	ser	and	estar ….	It	has	helped	me	both	
inside	and	outside	of	the	classroom	with	my	speaking	and	writing.	I	con-
stantly	refer	back	to	it	if	I	get	confused	between	the	two	words	and	as	long	
as	I	need	to	use	it	every	now	and	then,	it	is	easy	for	me	to	remember	….	I	
find	this	strategy	useful	for	me	too	because	in	my	class,	SPAN	3015,	we	do	
not	really	have	grammar	books	outside	of	our	composición	book,	which	is	
more	useful	for	specific	writing	techniques,	not	as	much	specific	grammar,	
and	since	ideas	like	ser	versus	estar	are	easy	to	confuse	it	has	been	nice	
having	this	website	to	come	to	when	I	felt	I	needed	a	new	way	to	look	at	
certain	concepts.	Also,	outside	of	the	test,	I	used	this	strategy	on	almost	all	
of	my	compositions	in	this	class.	If	I	ever	second	guessed	myself,	or	thought	
something	sounded	funny,	I	would	look	at	the	strategy	and	compare	it	to	my	
writing	to	see	if	it	makes	sense,	which	has	been	useful	for	me	to	correct	my	
papers	and	improve	them	through	drafts.
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Reported to be unhelpful 
Mitch:	I	thought	it	could	be	useful,	but	realized	that	I	have	trouble	remem-
bering	what	the	letters	stand	for	….	I’ll	remember	what	the	acronym	is	but	
not	what	each	letter	represents.

3.	 An	acronym—WEIRD—for	dealing	with	subjunctive	mood

Reported to be helpful 
Elise:	This	strategy	has	helped	me	outside	 the	classroom	when	I’m	writ-
ing	Spanish.	Situations	when	I	should	have	been	using	subjunctive,	I	often	
wasn’t.	Now	that	I	have	an	easy	tool	to	remember,	I	am	using	subjunctive	
more	and	more.

Reported to be unhelpful 
Vick:	I	didn’t	find	this	strategy	useful	because	for	me,	acronyms	are	kind	of	
distracting.	For	studying	anything,	I	need	things	to	be	simple	and	straight	
to	the	point.	

The	findings	for	this	question	underscore	the	fact	that	strategies	are	not	necessarily	inher-
ently	beneficial	but	rather	potentially	of	benefit	depending	on	the	learners’	characteristics	and	
preferences.	This	study	provided	specific	instances	of	how	it	depended	largely	on	the	learner	
as	to	whether	highly	detailed	strategies	would	work.	The	negative	accounts	reported	by	Layla,	
Mitch,	and	Vick	would	emphasize	this	point.	Vick,	for	example,	reported	suffering	from	atten-
tion	deficit	disorder	and	that	this	was	why	he	found	strategies	such	as	acronyms	(which	imply	
memorizing	what	each	letter	stands	for)	distracting	and	consequently	not	suitable	for	him.	

Question	4:	What	were	the	learners’	overall	impressions	of	the	website?
The	subjects	for	this	study	were	generally	positive	about	the	website.	Subjects	who	had	found	
most	of	 the	 strategies	 that	 they	selected	 “helpful”	planned	 to	go	on	using	 them	 through-
out	their	Spanish	studies.	Melanie	noted	that	increased	confidence	in	her	control	of	Spanish	
grammar	actually	increased	her	motivation	to	learn	and	use	the	language.	Most	learners	also	
expressed	a	desire	to	continue	using	the	website.	Molly	said	that	she	would	“definitely	recom-
mend	it	for	others.”	Abby	expressed	that,	in	addition	to	helping	her	with	grammar,	the	website	
helped	her	become	more	aware	of	her	learning	style	preferences.	

In	contrast,	there	were	a	few	students	who	found	the	website	to	be	too	simplistic	and	felt	
that	it	would	be	more	appropriate	for	beginning	learners,	despite	having	found	some	of	the	
strategies	to	have	been	helpful	to	them.	These	students	felt	that	their	experience	in	classroom	
Spanish	had	taken	them	beyond	the	level	where	they	needed	to	work	on	grammar.	This	per-
ception	seemed	to	sour	their	attitude	toward	the	website	and	made	them	less	willing	to	search	
for	helpful	material.	One	participant	thought	that	the	general	strategies	were	not	that	help-
ful,	a	view	somewhat	echoed	by	another	participant	who	felt	that	the	strategies	for	particular	
forms	were	more	interesting.	

Here,	for	example,	is	an	observation	from	Anne	about	the	use	of	the	website	by	learners	at	
different	proficiency	levels.

I	felt	like	some	of	the	ones	[strategies]	that	would	possibly	be	helpful	weren’t	
directed	towards	a	college	student.	I	would	think	that	 it	would	be	better	 for	
someone	who	just	started	learning	Spanish	at	a	younger	age.
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Then	here	are	some	comments	from	Mitch.

I’m	biased	in	the	fact	that	I	already	knew	most	of	my	grammar,	and	was	re-
ally	proficient,	so	I	was	really	just	looking	more	for	perfection	….	I	don’t	think	I	
learned	a	lot	grammar-wise	…	(For	me)	now	Spanish	is	just	(about)	perfecting	
grammar	as	opposed	to	learning	it	brand	new,	except	for	I	guess	there	(are)	
some	more	subjunctive	(forms)	I	have	to	learn	….	I	think	(the	website	provides)	
more	of	a	general	introduction	….	I	think	that	definitely	beginner	to	intermedi-
ate	level	is	where	this	is	useful.

But	then	there	was	the	observation	of	Drew	who	started	with	the	view	expressed	by	Mitch,	
but	who	underwent	a	change	in	his	position:

At	first	glance,	I	think	since	I	am	just	about	to	graduate	with	my	Spanish	major,	
I	thought	it	didn’t	really	pertain	to	me.	I	guess	I	looked	at	some	of	those	strate-
gies	and	felt,	“Wow,	what	is	the	point	of	having	these?”	But	after	we	meant	that	
first	time	I	realized	that	I	might	have	been	a	little	overconfident	in	some	of	my	
abilities	and	after	I	went	through	and	examined	some	of	these	I	really	saw	the	
benefits	of	some	of	them.

Although	 learners	varied	 in	their	perceptions	as	to	how	useful	 the	website	was	to	them	in	
general	 and	as	 to	 the	helpfulness	of	 specific	 strategies,	most	 if	 not	all	 of	 the	participants	
developed	a	sense	that,	in	some	areas,	their	control	of	Spanish	grammar	had	improved	as	a	
result	of	using	strategies	from	the	website.	A	common	perception	among	the	participants	was	
that	the	strategies	were	most	helpful	when	it	came	to	writing	tasks.	This	may	have	had	to	do	
with	their	limited	opportunities	to	speak	Spanish	and	because	grammatical	correctness	was	
viewed	as	more	important	in	writing.	

Vick	said	in	his	first	interview	that	even	though	he	had	found	the	strategies	interesting,	he	
would	 probably	 not	 use	 the	website	 because	 he	 preferred	 electronic	 resources	 that	 actu-
ally	taught	grammar	through	verb	lists,	explanations,	exemplification,	and	opportunities	to	
practice.	He	said	repeatedly	that	the	strategies	seemed	helpful,	but	because	the	website	was	
missing	strategies	for	many	of	the	grammar	points	for	which	he	needed	assistance,	the	site	
was	not	that	appealing	to	him.	He	asserted	that	he	preferred	websites	such	as	Spanish.com	
because	it	offered	the	features	that	he	wanted.	As	he	spent	more	time	using	the	website,	it	
was	clearer	for	him	that	our	purpose	was	not	to	go	beyond	the	strategy	presentations	and	
to	also	provide	grammatical	explanations	and	exercises.	Consequently,	even	though	he	kept	
suggesting	that	an	all-inclusive	website	would	be	even	better,	his	comments	about	the	cur-
rent	website	became	more	positive	in	subsequent	meetings.	The	quote	below	is	from	the	last	
interview	with	him.

The	website	…	is	very	multidimensional	and	it	caters	to	a	variety	of	 learners	
because	you	guys	have	acronyms,	songs,	videos,	chants	….	With	all	the	criti-
cisms,	one	compliment	that	I	have	to	say	is	that	it’s	got	a	very	good	variety,	
and	I	think	it’s	not	just	for	one	type	of	person	….	It’s	gonna	be	useful	for	a	lot	
of	different	people.
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Discussion
Summary	and	interpretation	of	the	study
The	 study	used	 largely	qualitative	means	 to	determine	 the	 impact	 of	 a	Spanish	grammar	
strategies	website	on	15	learners	who	agreed	to	track	their	experiences	with	selected	strate-
gies	over	a	period	of	6-8	weeks.	Students’	responses	on	the	Strategy	Tracking	Form	and	in	the	
interviews	over	the	course	of	study	indicated	that	the	learners	benefited	to	some	extent	and	
in	some	cases	greatly	from	use	of	the	website,	suggesting	its	potential	for	supporting	learners	
of	Spanish	in	remembering	and	correctly	using	various	grammatical	forms	that	had	previously	
been	problematic	for	them.	

The	results	of	the	study	provided	some	evidence	that	students	could	use	the	strategies	on	
the	website	to	improve	their	grammatical	control.	While	there	were	strategies	selected	by	as	
many	as	five	students,	the	students	tended	to	select	a	broad	range	of	strategies	out	of	the	72	
that	were	available.	Just	which	strategies	appealed	to	individual	learners	depended	on	various	
factors,	such	as	what	they	needed	to	learn	or	improve	on	and	what	was	available	on	the	web-
site	on	the	one	hand,	and	their	preexisting	language	strategy	repertoire,	their	learning	style	
preferences,	and	their	personality	on	the	other.	The	fact	that	students	had	the	freedom	to	
select	their	own	strategies	meant	that	they	were	already	motivated	to	have	the	selected	strat-
egies	work	for	them.	Another	point	is	that	the	study	was	limited	to	only	the	first	6-8	weeks	of	
accessing	the	website.	We	would	expect	that	with	time	the	learners	would	find	various	other	
strategies	that	would	contribute	to	enhancing	their	grammatical	control.	

Since	the	learners	indicated	little	if	any	use	of	Spanish	out	of	class,	it	is	not	surprising	that	
their	report	of	improvement	in	Spanish	performance	was	reported	to	be	limited	to	classroom	
use.	In	the	cases	where	it	was	not	clear	to	the	subjects	whether	a	strategy	had	improved	their	
Spanish,	it	was	typically	a	function	of	not	having	the	opportunity	to	use	the	strategy.

Limitations
First	and	foremost,	this	was	a	small-scale	study	involving	only	15	students.	In	addition,	there	
was	little	or	no	verification	as	to	whether	the	students’	Spanish	grammar	actually	improved	
by	virtue	of	using	the	website.	The	intention	was	to	have	Pinilla-Herrera	collect	these	data	
through	 focused	 interaction	with	 the	 students,	but	 it	 became	 logistically	 impossible	 to	ar-
range.	Without	this	verification	of	gains	in	proficiency,	the	results	remain	based	only	on	the	
students’	accounts	of	benefits	from	strategy	use.

Since	the	bookstore	gift	cards	provided	a	significant	motivator	for	students	to	use	the	web-
site	and	to	access	the	strategies,	the	question	remains	as	to	how	motivated	students	would	
be	without	this	extra	incentive	to	make	use	of	the	website.	Another	possible	consequence	of	
paying	the	participants	was	that	they	may	have	felt	obligated	to	say	what	they	thought	that	
the	researchers	wanted	to	hear.	If	the	two	undergraduate	student	investigators	sensed	that	
certain	students	were	hesitant	to	be	negative	in	their	descriptions	of	the	website,	they	as-
sured	the	participants	that	they	had	no	personal	stake	in	it	and	that	they	were	only	curious	as	
to	what	their	honest	reactions	were.	In	addition,	the	primary	focus	of	the	inquiry	was	on	the	
relative	benefit	of	using	each	specific	strategy	that	the	learners	selected	and	only	secondarily	
on	the	value	of	the	website	overall.	

We	need	to	bear	in	mind	that	participants	actually	had	only	a	limited	amount	of	time	to	access	
the	website,	say,	up	to	2	months.	It	could	be	that	learners	would	need	more	like	a	semester	to	
more	fully	exercise	their	use	of	the	website,	to	explore	more	completely	the	strategy	options	
available	to	them,	and	to	have	a	chance	to	see	the	effects	of	that	access.	
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Finally,	the	fact	that	there	was	no	control	group	for	this	study	could	be	seen	as	a	limitation	in	
that	no	claim	could	be	made	that	improvement	in	Spanish	grammar	was	definitively	related	
to	use	of	one	or	another	strategy	on	the	website.	Learners’	improvement	in	grammar	could	
have	been	due	to	other	factors	as	well,	such	as	certain	classroom	or	out-of-class	experiences,	
general	maturation,	or	corrective	feedback	from	teachers	or	others.	

Suggestions	for	further	research
It	would	be	valuable	to	complement	students’	self-report	of	strategy	use	effectiveness	with	an	
assessment	of	the	actual	gain	in	grammatical	control	as	a	result	of	using	certain	strategies.	
Also,	since	this	study	focused	on	intermediate	mid	learners,	it	would	be	of	interest	to	con-
duct	this	study	with	elementary-level	Spanish	students.	It	would	also	be	useful	to	determine	
the	experience	of	students	using	the	website	when	they	are	not	remunerated	for	doing	so,	
perhaps	by	making	it	a	requirement	in	a	given	Spanish	course,	and	ideally	over	a	substantial	
period	of	time	(e.g.,	a	semester	or	more).	Finally,	it	would	be	of	benefit	to	construct	websites	
for	a	host	of	other	languages,	especially	for	less	commonly	taught	languages.

Pedagogical	implications
The	intention	of	creating	such	a	website	was	to	give	learners	an	out-of-class	venue	for	im-
proving	their	grammatical	control	on	their	own.	It	was	our	observation	that	perhaps	too	much	
class	time	is	taken	up	with	practicing	language	for	grammatical	control,	when	students	could	
easily	deal	with	this	on	their	own	if	they	had	adequate	support.	While	a	website	of	this	nature	
is	intended	to	provide	that	support,	it	remains	for	teachers	to	determine	how	to	best	incorpo-
rate	such	a	website	into	their	current	instructional	program.

Another	pedagogical	 implication	would	be	to	ensure	that	 learners	are	adequately	aware	of	
their	learning	style	preferences	in	order	to	benefit	from	the	general	strategies	section	of	the	
website	catering	to	these	preferences.	With	proper	orientation,	it	is	hoped	that	learners	using	
the	website	will	gain	greater	benefit	from	the	section	with	general	strategies	grouped	primar-
ily	according	to	learning	style	preferences.

Conclusions
The	data	from	the	learners	in	this	study	would	suggest	that	a	strategies	website	such	as	the	
one	described	here—whether	focused	on	grammar,	reading,	writing,	and	so	on—has	a	poten-
tial	for	supporting	learners	in	their	efforts	to	perform	language	skills	more	effectively.	The	use	
of	strategies	can	help	to	shore	up	knowledge	so	that	it	contributes	positively	to	performance.	
As	reflected	in	these	students’	accounts	of	strategy	use,	 learners	may	be	aware	of,	 in	this	
case,	grammatical	problems	but	not	derive	a	dependable	way	to	deal	with	them	when	left	to	
their	own	devices.	Having	strategies	readily	available	through	a	website	such	as	this	one	can	
help	to	remediate	some	of	these	problem	areas.	
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NOTES
1	For	example,	see	Oxford	(1990)	and	O’Malley	and	Chamot	(1990)	for	general,	somewhat	outdated,	
taxonomies;	see	also	Cohen,	2005,	for	a	more	recent	taxonomy	of	learning	and	performing	strategies	
for	L2	pragmatics.
2	See	Berman	(1979)	for	an	early	treatment	of	this	phenomenon.	Berman	indicates	the	need	for	both	
rules	of	grammar	and	rules	of	thumb.
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APPENDIX
Strategy	Tracking	Form

Spanish	Grammar	Strategies	Website
Effectiveness	Evaluation	Research	Form

Name:		 	 Email:		

STRATEGY	NAME:		
	 (e.g.,	a	song)

LOCATION:	 £	 “I	need	a	strategy	for	a	particular	grammar	form.”
	 Subsection:			
	 	 (e.g.,	Preterite)

	 	 £	 “I	need	to	enhance	my	grammar	strategy	repertoire.”

	 Subsection:			
	 	 (e.g.,	songs	and	chants)

1.	 Check	the	elements	in	the	description	you	accessed.
	 £	Written	material	 £	Audio	 £	Video

2.	 How	useful	is	this	strategy?
	 £	Extremely	useful	 £	Useful	 £	Not	sure	 £	Not	useful	at	all

3.	 Have	you	added	this	strategy	to	your	repertoire?	 £	Yes	 ?	 £	No

4.	 What	is	the	appeal	of	this	strategy	for	you?	Why?
	 	

	 	

	 	

	 	

5.	 Do	you	have	any	indication	that	this	strategy	has	assisted	you	in	or	outside	the	classroom?
	 	

	 	

	 	

	 	

6.	 Do	you	remember	a	time	that	you	actually	used	the	strategy?
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