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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Language Learning Strategies of Low Proficiency Undergraduates in Universiti 
Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS). 

 
Amelia Soon Huai Kim 

 
This study aimed to identify the general language learning strategies (LLS) 

preferences of low English proficiency undergraduates in UNIMAS, LLS preferences 
of different ethnic groups, LLS preferences of various fields of studies, and gender 
differences in LLS preferences. A total of 134 Preparatory English 1 students 
participated in this survey. Questionnaire was used as data collection instrument. It 
consisted of background questionnaire and Strategy Inventory for Language Learning 
(SILL) version 7.0 by Oxford (1990). Data was interpreted based on Oxford’s (1990) 
interpretation key and was analysed using Microsoft Excel 2003. Strategy group with 
the highest average was categorised the most frequently used strategy while the lowest 
average was considered the least frequently used strategy. Results indicated that 
Metacognitive strategies was the most frequent used strategy while Memory and 
Compensation strategies were the least preferred strategies. Metacognitive strategies 
was claimed most frequently used strategy by subjects from all ethnic groups. The 
Chinese subjects preferred Affective and Memory strategies least. Compensation 
strategies was the least frequently used strategy by the Malay subjects, Indian subjects, 
and the indigenous groups. The Science and Technical students ranked Cognitive 
strategies as second important strategy while the Art and Humanities students ranked 
Social strategies as second important, followed by Affective strategies. The males 
ranked Cognitive strategies higher than Social and Affective strategies. The females 
ranked Social and Affective strategies higher than Cognitive strategies. The findings 
suggest that teaching and learning process should be self-directed, learner-centred, and 
include more communicative activities. 
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ABSTRAK 
 
 

Strategi Pembelajaran Bahasa Inggeris Oleh Mahasiswa Yang Lemah Dalam Bahasa 
Inggeris di Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) 

 
Amelia Soon Huai Kim 

 
 Kajian ini bertujuan untuk mengenalpasti strategi pembelajaran Bahasa 
Inggeris (LLS) oleh mahasiswa yang lemah dalam Bahasa Inggeris di Universiti 
Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) secara umum, LLS yang gemar digunakan oleh 
kumpulan etnik yang berlainan, LLS yang digemarkan oleh mahasiswa dari pelbagai 
bidang pengajian, dan perbezaan jantina dalam kegemaran LLS. Sejumlah 134 orang 
pelajar dari kursus Preparatory English 1 telah menjadi sampel kajian ini. Instrumen 
kajian yang digunakan ialah soal selidik. Soal selidik ini mengandungi soal selidik 
latar belakang sampel dan soal selidik Inventori Strategi untuk Pembelajaran Bahasa 
(SILL) versi 7.0 oleh Oxford (1990). Data diterjemah berpandukan kekunci 
penterjemahan keputusan SILL Oxford (1990) dan dianalisis dengan menggunakan 
Microsoft Excel 2003. Kumpulan strategi dengan purata tertinggi dikategorikan 
sebagai strategi yang paling kerap digunakan manakala kumpulan dengan purata 
paling rendah ialah strategi yang paling kurang digunakan. Keputusan yang diperoleh 
menunjukkan bahawa strategi Metakognitif paling kerap digunakan manakala strategi 
Memori dan Kompensasi paling kurang digunakan oleh sampel secara umumnya.  
Strategi Metakognitif dilaporkan paling kerap digunakan oleh pelajar dari semua 
kumpulan etnik. Subjek Cina melaporkan paling kurang menggunakan strategi Afektif 
and Memori. Strategi Kompensasi merupakan strategi yang paling kurang digunakan 
oleh subjek Melayu, subjek India, dan subjek  kumpulan peribumi. Pelajar dari bidang 
Sains dan Teknikal meletakkan strategi Kognitif sebagai strategi yang kedua penting 
sedangkan pelajar dari Sastera dan Kemanusiaan meletakkan strategi Sosial sebagai 
strategi yang kedua penting, diikuti dengan strategi Afektif. Strategi Kognitif diberikan 
kedudukan lebih tinggi daripada strategi Sosial dan Afektif oleh sampel lelaki. Sampel 
perempuan pula meletakkan strategi Sosial dan Afektif lebih tinggi daripada strategi 
Kognitif. Keputusan kajian ini mencadangkan bahawa proses pengajaran dan 
pembelajaran seharusnya membolehkan pembelajaran arahan kendiri, berpusatkan 
pelajar, dan mempunyai lebih banyak aktiviti komunikasi. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

  
 
 This chapter presents background of the study, brief information on language 

learning strategies, statement of problem, objectives of the study, significance of the 

study, operational definitions of key terms, and scope of the study. 

 

1.1 Background of Study 
 
 In Malaysia, Bahasa Malaysia is given the prestige as the national language of 

Malaysia while English Language is acknowledged as the second language in the 

country. When the New Primary School Curriculum and the Integrated Secondary 

School Curriculum were implemented in Malaysian educational system in 1983, 

Bahasa Malaysia was used extensively as instructional medium in the teaching and 

learning processes from primary to tertiary levels and English Language was taught as 

a subject. Due to this emphasis on Bahasa Malaysia, a high percentage of students only 

had the opportunity to speak and practise English during the English Language periods 

(Nesamalar, Saratha & Teh, 1995). Outside of the English Language periods, the 

majority of the students prefer to speak in their own mother tongues such as Bahasa 

Malaysia, Mandarin, Tamil or other local dialects.  

On average, students in Malaysia are exposed to 11 years of learning English 

Language in the primary and secondary levels of educations which should prepare them 

to be good and competent users of the English Language. Unfortunately, the situation 

does not turn out as one would expect. Although the students have learnt English for at 

least 11 years, many end up with different levels of proficiency. Individual differences 

such as students’ backgrounds, levels of exposure to English Language, motivation and 
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attitudes towards the language affect their proficiency levels. In addition to the above 

mentioned ones, another major factor that creates individual differences is the language 

learning strategies that students used in learning the target language. 

 

1.2 Language Learning Strategies 
 

Different students use varying strategies in learning a language. Language 

Learning Strategies (LLS) as noted by Oxford (1990) are tools that help learners to 

determine their levels of proficiency in learning a new language. Chamot (1987) 

defined LLS as techniques, approaches, deliberate actions that students take to facilitate 

the learning and recall of both linguistic and content areas of information. Six 

categories of LLS are Memory strategies, Cognitive strategies, Compensation 

strategies, Metacognitive strategies, Affective strategies, and Social strategies. Types of 

LLS used and the frequency of use of strategies are vital in language learning (Green & 

Oxford, 1995). LLS are important components of a language programme and are now 

recognised as an essential part of successful language learning.  

Studies on Language Learning Strategies have been conducted in both local and 

overseas settings. A study done by Wong (2005) investigated the relationship between 

graduate ESL pre-service teachers’ language learning strategies and their language self-

efficacy beliefs. Participants in this study were 74 graduate pre-service teachers (13 

males, 61 females) undergoing a one-year Diploma in Education course in a teachers’ 

college in Malaysia. According to her, there is a positive relationship between the use 

of language learning strategies and self-efficacy perceptions. The participants 

mentioned the use of Cognitive strategies most often and the use of Social strategies 

was ranked second. Two learning strategies that were least used were Compensation 

strategies and Affective strategies. Findings from the study enabled English Language 

instructors to help students who are facing such problems in learning English by using 

instructional and assessment procedures that focus on task mastery than guessing and 

using circumlocution during communication to foster high perceptions of self-efficacy 

in the pre-service English teachers (Wong, 2005). 

In another study conducted by Griffiths (2003) on 348 students in a private 

language school in New Zealand, she discovered a positive correlation between course 

level and reported frequency of language learning strategy use. Griffiths (2003) found 

language learning strategies were reportedly used significantly more frequently by 
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advanced students than by elementary students. According to an examination of the 

patterns of language learning strategy use which emerged from the data, the higher 

level students reported highly frequent use of strategies relating to interaction with 

others, vocabulary, reading, tolerance of ambiguity, language system, the management 

of feelings, the management of learning, and the utilisation of available resources 

(Griffiths, 2003).  

Findings from both studies have shown that LLS is important in learning 

English. More and more researchers have become interested in conducting studies into 

this area to facilitate the language learning process in line with contemporary eclectic 

developments in the theory and practice of English language teaching (Griffiths & Parr, 

2001).  

 

1.3 Statement of Problem 
 

The teaching of English Language in the Malaysian education system is focused 

on equipping and preparing students to communicate effectively and efficiently for 

social and professional purposes (Ministry of Education, Malaysia, 1989). In 2005, 

English was introduced as the instructional medium of higher learning institutions 

(Saran, 2005). The move is important as English is regarded as a vital language to 

engage in accessing information from academic, professional, and recreational 

resources. Hence, it is crucial for students to master the English Language so that when 

they study at the tertiary level, they will be able to follow and understand the lectures 

as well as complete their assignments or course work.   

Furthermore, another function of the English Language is to enable Malaysians 

to engage meaningfully in local and international trade and commerce (Huraian 

Sukatan Pelajaran Malaysia, 2003). Hence, the purpose is to produce Malaysians who 

are able to compete with other countries in the field of Information and 

Communications Technology (ICT) and international trade in this globalisation era.   

Unfortunately, every year in Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS), more 

than 50 percent of the new intake students are in the low proficiency category. These 

students are those who obtained Bands 1 to 3 in the Malaysian University English Test 

(MUET) and they are required to enrol in remedial language courses namely 

Preparatory English 1 and Preparatory English 2 before they can proceed to higher 

level generic courses such as English for Professional Purposes, Creative Writing in 
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English, Academic Reading and Writing, English for the Real World, and English for 

Self Expression.  

Sadly, the majority of the students are used to Bahasa Malaysia as the 

instructional medium. Therefore, when being exposed to an environment where English 

is the medium of instruction such as studying in the university, most of them are unable 

to cope. For example, when attending lectures, the proficient students will not have 

problems or only encounter minor problems. During revision, these students would still 

manage to understand the lecture notes they have copied from the lectures based on 

their background knowledge and their competencies in English. In doing assignments 

and examinations, they would be able to fulfil the expectations of the assignments as 

well as understand and answer the examination questions. Hence, the proficient 

students perform academically better and get higher grades in assignments and 

examinations compared to the low English proficiency students.  

However, the situation worsens for low English proficiency students. During 

the lectures, they may not be able to understand the contents of the lectures which are 

delivered in English. Having difficulties in listening to the lectures or figuring out the 

vocabulary, they may even encounter problems in the simple task of copying the main 

ideas of the lectures. As such they may not be able to digest the content main ideas of 

the lectures, due to their limitations and incompetencies in English. Later on during 

their revision, they may encounter problems in recalling and understanding what they 

have copied from the lectures. These weaknesses also will cause them difficulties in 

doing assignments and answering examinations questions. All these lead to the fact that 

low English proficiency students fail to perform well in their studies.   

Other than that, a more serious consequence is that these low English 

proficiency students may graduate but they are unable to get employment. One of the 

requirements for employment is having the ability to communicate competently in 

English. Thus, these low English proficiency students who are unable to communicate 

in English would have limited chances of getting employment.  

Therefore, it is important that this study to be carried out to identify the 

language learning preferences of low English proficiency students in UNIMAS. 
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1.4 Objectives of the Study 
 
The objectives of this research are to: 

1. identify the language learning strategies preferences of low proficiency 

undergraduates in Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS). 

2. identify the language learning strategies preferences of different ethnic groups 

of low proficiency undergraduates in Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS). 

3. identify the language learning strategies preferences of low proficiency 

undergraduates from various fields of studies in Universiti Malaysia Sarawak 

(UNIMAS). 

4. identify the language learning strategies preferences of low proficiency 

undergraduates of different gender in Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS). 

 

1.5 Significance of the Study 
 

It is hoped that this study would highlight and emphasize the importance of 

language learning strategies as one of the crucial factors in assisting students to master 

English as their second language.  

As the low proficiency learners make up the majority of UNIMAS students, 

therefore, this study seeks to find out their language learning strategies preferences.  

Based on the findings, lecturers of remedial language courses may be aware of the 

strategies used by low English proficiency students. Thus, this knowledge or awareness 

can be used to design materials for language learning. Materials that are designed based 

on the description of preferable language learning strategies of these students may help 

the students to improve their English. 

 

1.6 Operational Definitions of Key Terms 
 
 1.6.1 Language learning strategies: specific actions or techniques that students 

use often intentionally to improve their progress in developing second language skills 

(Oxford, 1990). In this study, English is the target language. There are two major 

classes in the system of language learning strategies: Direct and Indirect strategies. 

Direct strategies involve direct learning and use of the subject matter while Indirect 

strategies contribute indirectly but powerfully to learning. Memory, Cognitive, and 

Compensation strategies are grouped under Direct strategies. Metacognitive, Affective, 

and Social strategies are under Indirect strategies.  
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