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Abstract

Mastering English as the second language has been a constant challenge for
speakers of other languages. Malaysians, especially school students who are
from sub-urban and rural areas are persistently struggling to fulfill the de-
mands of becoming competent English language speakers. Students’ low
self-confidence and unfamiliarity with language structures hinder their po-
tential to improve their speaking skills. Hence, there is a need to discover the
students” most preferred strategies to enhance their speaking skills and refine
the strategies to be further employed by the students. In this study, the re-
searchers aim to: 1) identify the most frequently used strategies among sec-
ondary school students to enhance their speaking skills and, 2) analyse if
there is any difference on the use of strategies among genders. Mixed-method
approach was employed to answer the research questions. 60 secondary
school students from a sub-urban area participated in the survey and six stu-
dents volunteered to be the participants in a semi-structured interview. Ox-
ford’s SILL Questionnaire was adapted and translated into the respondents’
native language and SPSS 7.0 version was used for data analysis. Results in
this study revealed that practicing strategies are the most frequently used
strategies and female students showed higher tendency to employ the strate-
gies to enhance their speaking skills. The study suggests more integration of
other strategies to be employed in language classroom such as metacognitive
strategies, compensation and communication strategies to improve their lan-
guage competency.
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1. Introduction

From being the medium of instruction in education system during colonial
times, English was relegated to being taught in schools as a second language. The
change of role and status of English has drastically affected Malaysians’ profi-
ciency in the language (Gill, 2005). It affects not only writing skills, but also
reading, listening and speaking among the students. In speaking, one of the con-
stantly discussed areas is the use of language learning strategies to enhance
speaking skills. In Malaysian education context, the status of English as a second
language has affected the language learning process itself.

Earlier LLSs studies revolve around the identification of strategies used by
successful learners to improve their English proficiency (Rubin, 1975; Razak &
Babikkoi, 2014). This is because the success of language learning tremendously
depends on the learners’ initiatives. Rubin (1975) added that successful language
learners often possess active language learning process and progressively en-
gaged towards their language proficiency. Rubin (1975) proposed that language
learning strategies should be defined as “the learner’s strategies” or “the strate-
gies employed by the learners”. LLSs can be defined as frequent steps or actions
taken consciously by learners to improve the information transfer (Razak & Ba-
bikkoi, 2014: Sociology Mind, 4(02), 206). Bialystok (1978) mentioned that LLSs
are the ways that one uses to exploit the information in improving his profi-
ciency on second language (1978). However, later definitions of LLSs focus on
the learning process compared to learning product earlier on. The shift of the
definition has changed from emphasising the improvement of language to faci-
litation the language learning (Mat Teh & Embi, 2010; Noor, Yusoff, Yasim, &
Kamarudin, 2016).

It has been a debate among scholars regarding strategies commonly used by
successful language learners. Yazdi & Kafipour (2014) found out that good lan-
guage learners are more or less conscious of emotional problems. As for Oxford
(2016), she believes that emotions can affect one’s learning process. Despite of
the differences, few scholars agree that the ability to use the target language in a
real communication is the key element of successful language learners (Rubin,
1975; Stern, 1975). Some of the main strategies include; active involvement in
the task assigned, perceive language as a system, regard language learning as a
process of communication and interaction, manage their emotions and affective
skills effectively and lastly, evaluate their performance in the target language.

Students with sufficient English vocabulary can be regarded as competent us-
ers of English. Their ability to perform well in English language subject may be
due to socioacademic status of the parents as well as the motivation gained from
the teachers (Chai, Wong, & King, 2016). Regardless of the successful students’
ability to ace their language competency, there are quite a number of students
who disregard the strategies to employ. In a study conducted by previous re-
searcher, it was found that Malay students faced immense difficulties using the

English language in writing, speaking, reading or understanding spoken English
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(Yazdi & Kafipour, 2014). Apart from their general inability to interact mea-
ningfully in English, they also faced problems in both accuracy and fluency while
trying to use the language in the classroom (Chen, 2016). The same occurrence
happened to a rural area school where the students are mainly Malays. There-
fore, the researcher conducted a study to identify the language learning strate-
gies used by the students from suburban area school and analyse the most fre-
quent strategies employed by the students.

Generally, students from sub-urban and rural areas committed more language
errors which resulted in their incompetence in the target language (Vrettou,
2011). In a Malay setting school with diverse socioeconomic status of the par-
ents, the students depicted unsatisfactory performance of English language as
well as other subjects. The primary reason that contributes to the students’ ina-
bility to perform in English language is due to insufficient exposure about lan-
guage learning strategies (Griffiths & Oxford, 2014). Infrequent usage of lan-
guage learning strategies resulted due to students’ ignorance of the effectiveness
of the strategies in order to be a successful language learner. Hence, this study
aims to identify the LLSs used by students in order to improve their English
speaking skills.

The researcher in the current study chose a school in suburban as the profi-
ciency of the students is almost stagnant over the years. Students in the chosen
setting do not possess decent knowledge background in language acquisition
namely English. Most of the students are unfamiliar with the fundamental strat-
egies to master the target language. One of the crucial aspects that remain stag-
nant is the number of successful male students in the compound that is decreas-
ing over the years (Chen, 2016). The number of failures in English language test
is surpassed by male students. It is crucial for the ESL learners to master lan-
guage learning strategies in developing the proficiency in L2. Thus, a fundamen-
tal objective of the study lies on the relatedness of language learning strategies
and students’ proficiency in English. Hence, there is a need for more studies re-
lated to language learning strategies and their relation to students’ proficiency in
English. In this study, two research objectives were formulated:

1) To investigate preferred language learning strategies used by students to
enhance their speaking skills and,

2) To analyse differences of language learning strategies used by male and fe-

male students to enhance their speaking skills.

2. Methodology

The current study employed a mixed-method research design comprising of data
obtained from a survey questionnaire adapted from Oxford and semi-structured
interview with the participants. The quantitative data in the study was collected
using Language Strategy Use Survey adapted by O’Malley & Chamot (1990),
Cohen et al. (2005), Stern (1992) and Macaro (2001) and semi-structured inter-

view was guided with an interview protocol adapted from Yin (2008). In this

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2018.914176

2359 Creative Education


https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2018.914176

N. Y. K. Zakaria et al.

study, 60 form four students from a secondary school located in Bandar Baru
Bangi were randomly selected to participate in this study. These students were
from different classes and possess different levels of proficiency in English.

The study aims at identifying the use of language learning strategies among
secondary school learners to enhance their speaking skills. Therefore, it is crucial
to discover the most frequently used speaking skills strategies by the learners.
The overall frequency was calculated from the primary data collected in the
questionnaires distributed. Items in the questionnaire were analysed using Sta-
tistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS) 22 using descriptive analyses and
t-test.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected to investigate the preferred strategies used by the students in
enhancing their speaking skills. Distribution of questionnaire for quantitative
data was carried out according to the respondents’ convenience and completed
questionnaires were returned to the researchers on the same day. Apart from
that, semi-structured interview sessions were conducted individually to six stu-
dents who have volunteered to be a part of the participants. Consent forms were
enclosed together with the questionnaires distributed in advance.

Data from the questionnaire were gathered, quantified and presented in the
form of computed frequencies, means and standard deviations. An independent
t-test was conducted to identify is there is a difference in terms of strategies used
between male and female students. Semi-structured interviews were to six par-
ticipants lasted for 1 - 2 hours. Verbatim transcription was employed to the data
obtained. Analysis of data was carried out thematically and students’ responses
were recorded and presented in categorical manner. In conducting qualitative
study, trustworthiness is the most crucial aspect to be considered. Trustworthi-
ness deals with credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of
the research (Merriam, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Few measures were taken
into consideration by the researchers including validation of questions for

semi-structured interview and peer validation.

3. Findings

The findings are presented according to research objectives as followed. The first
part of the findings presented the most frequently used strategies to enhance
speaking skills and the other part of discussion highlighted on the differences of

language learning strategies use among genders.

3.1. Frequently Used Strategies to Enhance Speaking Skills

The first research question aims at identifying the most frequently used language
learning strategies among secondary school students in a school located in Ban-
dar Baru Bangi. Strategies to enhance speaking skills include practicing strate-

gies, communication strategies and compensation strategies. The survey ques-
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tionnaire was adapted from Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL)
Version 7.0 by Oxford (1990). All items were translated into the respondents’
native language, Malay Language, to avoid confusion and misunderstanding
(Table 1).

From the analysis, it noted that practising strategies and compensatory strate-
gies were the most frequently used strategies among the students. Practising
strategies showed the highest mean which reflected that most used strategies by
the students. However, the ranges of means were all rather close together (3.5 -
3.8). The values are rather close to the maximum value which is 5. The results
showed that most of the respondents answered between 3 - 5 which implied
“agree” and “strongly agree”. In practising strategies, two highly agreed state-
ments are: 1) [ say new expressions in English repeatedly to myself in order to
practice them and 2) I am likely to practice new grammatical structures in dif-
ferent situations to check out my confidence level with the structures. The
statements proved that the respondents are somewhat prefer to intrinsically use
the language by practising it. The second frequently used strategy is compensa-
tory strategy which is being depicted in the statement: 1) I offen ask the person
I'm talking with to help me out when I m having difficulties in communicating.
The statement was purposely intended to evaluate the respondents’ willingness
to compensate with their difficulties upon facing unfamiliar words in a conver-
sation.

Familiarity with the target language concerns with active communication in
daily activities (Chen, 2016). From the interview, the respondents agreed that
practising strategies are found to be the most effective strategies to improve their
speaking skills. The students were also pointed out that speaking skills are very
much related to producing the output. Some students (S2 and S3) pointed out
that when they use the language more frequently, production of output (through
speaking) became a lot easier and smoother. One of the students (S1) is a You-
tuber and she mentioned that frequent practise in front of the camera through

vlogging enables her to be more proficient in speaking. She also mentioned

Table 1. LLS used strategies used to enhance speaking skills.

Item Mean SD  Frequency
I ions in English tedly t 1f
‘ say new expresgons in English repeatedly to myse 380 136 High
in order to practice them
I am likely to practice new grammatical structures in different .
390  0.70 High

situations to check out my confidence level with the structures

I often ask the person I'm talking with to help me out when
, . R L L 3.23 1.19 Moderate
I'm having difficulties in communicating.

I watch how a native speaker might say something and
i o 285 157 Low
I attempt to practice saying it that way.

I watch how a native speaker might say something and
. . 3.61 1.30 Moderate
I attempt to practice saying it that way

I often look to others to correct my errors in speaking 208 137 Lo
and welcome the feedback. ' ' "
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that her speaking skills are gradually improving as she gets used to talking to the
camera.

S1: I have Youtube channel for my viogs. That is how I improve my speaking.

S2: It was hard... at first to speak... but after some time, you will be okay.

S3: Yes... practise is a must. If we want to be good in writing, we should write
more... If speaking, we should speak more.

From the interview, the students seem unaware of the strategies. After being
explained about the strategies, the students agreed that compensation strategy is
also one of the most frequently used strategies to improve their language skills.
Compensation strategies are often being used when communicating with fo-
reigners. Willingness to compensate one’s inability is also a strategy to improve
fluency in speaking (Amir, 2018). When asked about overcoming limitations in
communication in the second language, the students (S5 and S6) mentioned that
they often use mime of gesture to explain a situation.

S5: Usually when foreigners asked me. If I don’t know the word, I tried to ex-
plain using hand (gestures) or show symbols (thumbs up if something is good).
S§6: When I watch English movies, I tried to understand and make sense (guess
intelligently) it when I don’t know the meaning. Especially if the movie don’t
have subtitles.

S4: Yes. use (practise)... always use (practise)... If not, we're not familiar to
(used to) it.

Three least frequently used strategies which marked the means ranges from
2.5 - 2.9 have also been identified by the researchers. The strategies include a
practising strategy and two communication strategies. The least frequently used
practising strategy was identified in the statement: 1) / watch how a native
speaker might say something and I attempt to practice saying it that way. The
statement uncovers the geographical setting of the study which is in suburban
school. Since the respondents rarely meet a native speaker of English, therefore it
will be difficult for them to use the strategy to improve their English language
speaking skills. Another least frequently used strategies are: 1) 7 often look to
others to correct my errors in speaking and welcome the feedback. Being Malay-
sians, it has become a norm not to ask others to correct one’s mistake (Noor,
Yusoff, Yasim, & Kamarudin, 2016). Therefore, the statement shows the res-

pondents’ perceptions towards other’s comments and feedback.

3.2. Differences of LLS Use among Genders

The second objective of the study aims at analysing the differences of language
learning strategies used between male and female students who participated in
this study. Generally, the female students inclined to show more improvement
and a higher performance in English language (Razak & Babikkoi, 2014). In this
study, the researchers discovered that the female students showed more desire in
employing language learning strategies compared to male students during their

conversations. A t-test was conducted in the current study using data obtained
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Table 3. Independent samples test.

which consisted of the respondents marks in English subject and their preferred
language strategies used. The level of significance was established at 0.005. In
Table 2, the mean value of female (M = 164.76) is higher than the scores of male
students (M = 139.33). A figure is illustrated to show the graphic of mean values
of both groups. In order to identify the relationship between gender and amount
of language learning strategies employed, an independent samples t-test was
used to the data.

As presented in Table 2, the differences of mean scores between two groups of
students (female and male students) is significant (M = 139.33, F = 164.76). The
standard deviation of group 1 (male students) is higher than the standard devia-
tion of group 2 (female students). The smaller value of standard deviation scores
among female students depicts a central tendency pattern of respondents. In
other words, the female respondents’ scores in frequency of using the language
learning strategies were much higher compared to male group of respondents.
The scores of language learning use frequency among male respondents were
relatively inconsistent.

Levene's Test for Equality of Variances was used in the current study and the
Sig. Value presented was 0.281, which was greater than 0.05. Therefore, it can be
assumed that the variances were equal. As a result, it is possible to test the hy-
pothesis using the Equal Variances Assumed row of the f-test in the aforemen-
tioned Table 3. This provided the #value (¢ = —5.119), the degrees of freedom
(df = 58), and sig. (2-tailed) = 0.001, which is lower than .05. As a result, it can
be concluded that the difference in the use of LLS of males and females was sig-
nificant; which indicates the fact that females (M = 164.76), on average, em-
ployed more LLS than males (M = 139.33). As a result, it can be concluded that,

Table 2. Group statistics of the male and female participants for LLS used.

Group Statistics

Gender N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Male 39 139.33 0.899 3.186
Female 21 164.76 0.976 3.268

Independent Samples Test

Levene’s Test for

Equality of Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

95% Confidence
Sig. t df Sig. Mean Std. Error  pterval of the Difference

F
(2-tailed)  Difference  Difference

Lower Upper

Equal variances
1.186 0.281 -5.119 58 0.001 -25.429 4.967 -35.371 -15.486

assumed
Frequency

Equal variances

-5.571 51.570 0.001 -25.429 4.564 -34.589 -16.268
not assumed
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female students use more LLS to improve their English language proficiency
compared to male students.

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to the frequency of language
learning used between male and female students. The results showed that there
was a significant difference between male (M = 139.33, SD = 0.899) and female
students (M = 164.76, SD = 0.976); t(8) = —5.119, p = 0.001. Female students are
more inclined to employ more language learning strategies due to their higher
motivation to learn. Result in this study is parallel to previous studies conducted
to identify the differences in amount of language learning strategies employed
between genders. Female learners also have tendency to use overall language
learning strategies more often than males (Ansarin & Zeynali, 2012). In the con-
text of Japanese students, Hashimoto (2002) discovered that anxiety towards the

second language hinders their motivation to generally improve their proficiency.

4. Conclusion

The two principal objectives of this study are to identify the language learning
strategies that are frequently employed by Malay students from a sub-urban
area, and analyse if there is any difference used between genders. Findings in the
study revealed that students with a higher proficiency prefer to use a certain type
of language learning strategies that may not be preferred by a lower proficiency
language learner. However, the frequency and preferences of employing lan-
guage learning strategies are the most significant factors that distinguish the
proficiency of successful language learners and poor language learners. Accord-
ing to Aslan (2009), lower proficiency students deployed strategies less often
than intermediate level students, who used strategies less frequently than upper
level ones. In regards to any differences in terms of language learning used be-
tween genders, female language learners use language learning strategies more
frequently and achieve better proficiency in the target language compared to
male language learners. This is in line with Vrettou (2011) whom identified a
significant difference in terms of achievement and the amount of language
learning strategies used.

In this light, English teachers should introduce new strategies in learning a
language by providing more activities and recommendation in planning, moni-
toring and evaluation the progress of a task given; if a student shows a prefe-
rence for metacognitive strategies. Preparing for the task given includes the abil-
ity to skim and predict the main idea before the listening task. In addition, it is
important for the teachers to identify the students’ inclination of strategy use
before implementing the strategies in learning a language. Student who shows a
preference for cognitive strategies in improving their skills should be given ade-
quate chances to mentally practise the given tasks. Students should be taught
how to mentally make connection of the new knowledge with the previous in-
formation.

Every research, no matter how successfully planned and carried out, has cer-
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tain limitations. Hence, it is possible that further research considers and ad-
dresses these limitations. First, the researchers recommend the future study to be
conducted in a school with more diversified proficiency of the students of dif-
ferent streams. Therefore, a prospective study may be useful for the researchers
to identify the expected outcomes and difficulties that the students may face.
Secondly, researchers recommend more detailed analysis and relationship to be
conducted in analysing the students’ inclination on using the language learning
strategies. In-depth study towards the students’ degree of liking English may
contribute to the students’ inclination and willingness to apply the language
learning strategies in improving their English language proficiency. Lastly, the
researcher suggested a thorough analysis of the effectiveness of the language
learning strategies used and the students’ performance in English. A pre-test and
post-test study also provided an added value and information to the researcher
to assess whether the implementation of language strategies has a positive influ-

ence on students’ performance in English language.
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