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ABSTRACT

The present research investigated the grammar learning strategies (GLS) used
by Malaysian ESL undergraduate students. It also examined the mean
differences in the GLS used based on students’ proficiency levels. Quantitative
research using a survey design was conducted in gathering the data. A set of
questionnaires was randomly distributed via google forms to Indonesian EFI
undergraduate students who enrolled in a grammar course. 80 students
responded to the questionnaire; thus, they became the participants of the
research. Both descriptive and inferential analyses were used to interpret the
data. The findings indicated that taking notes while listening to their teacher’s
explanations, finding out the reasons for their mistakes, encouraging
themselves to practice grammar and asking friends for help were the most
common strategies used in cognitive, metacognitive, affective, and social
strategies respectively. Social strategies were found to be the most common
strategies used by the students. Finally, the research also revealed that high
proficient students used all strategies more than low proficient students. The
findings of the research can be useful for teachers as they can vary their
teaching approaches to match the students’ grammar learning strategies. In
addition, less proficient students can also learn the strategies used by the more
proficient students so they can also benefit from using the strategies in learning
grammar
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INTRODUCTION

Grammar can be difficult for learners to learn due to its many rules,
exceptions, and abstractions. When there are inconsistencies in sentence
patterns, verb tenses, or word order, for instance, the pupils find it challenging
to comprehend and use in real-world situations (Ajaj, 2022). Challenges may
also arise from a lack of context, exposure to real language, and unfavourable
attitudes about grammar acquisition. As a result, pupils lack desire and interest
in properly mastering grammar (Nurhayati, 2020). Studies have looked at the
difficulties pupils have when learning grammar.

One of the studies was conducted by Paputungan et al. (2022) who reported
that the challenges faced by Indonesian students in learning grammar were the
complexity of grammar structures and rules, sentence patterns, and
displacement of tenses. They also found motivation and inappropriate learning
strategies were regarded as challenges as well. The linguistic factor was also
found in Effendi et al.’s (2017) study as the students reported that they had
difficulties in understanding the complex structures and also English had
different structures from their mother tongue. In minimising the challenges,
Agustina (2013) suggested that students should have their own language
learning strategies that are appropriate for them to master the language

In a Indonesian context, it seems that the focus was on language learning
strategies and not specifically on grammar learning strategies (e.g. Sani &
Ismail, 2021; Dawi, et al., 2021; Lim et al.; 2021). Since studies on grammar
learning strategies, especially used by university students, are still under
explored, the present study aims to investigate the use of grammar learning
strategies among Indonesian EFL undergraduate students. Thus, the research
guestions of the study are: 1. What are the most common and the least common
sub-grammar learning strategies used by Indonesian EFL undergraduate
students under cognitive, metacognitive, affective, and social strategies? 2.
Which strategy is used most by Indonesian EFL undergraduate students among
the four grammar learning strategies? 3. Do the levels of proficiency have any
influence on the usage of grammar learning strategies among Indonesian EFL
undergraduate students?

METHODOLOGY
This research used a quantitative research method using a survey design.

According to Ahmad et al. (2019), this type of research is commonly used by
social science researchers in investigating phenomena or occurrences affecting
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the people. It involves a scientific inquiry which gathers numerical data that can
be quantified and precisely measured. In addition, using a survey design is less
intrusive as compared to interviews or observations because the respondents
could answer the survey at any time convenient to them. A 40-item
questionnaire was randomly distributed to Indonesia EFL undergraduate
students who took a grammar course using a google forms link via WhatsApp
Messenger. Only 80 students responded to the questionnaire, and they became
the participants of the research. The questionnaire had five sections. Section A
was the demographic profile section, Section B, C, D and E were on cognitive,
metacognitive, affective, and social strategies respectively. The GLS items of
the questionnaire were adopted from Pawlak (2018). The response type was a
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1-(never) to 5-(always). The levels of
students’ proficiency were determined by the students’ final test scores. Those
who scored 75% and above were considered as having high proficiency level.
Those who scored between 60%-74% were average and those who scored
below 60% were low proficient. The data were then analysed using descriptive
and inferential statistics. The descriptive statistics were in the form of means
whereas a One-way ANOVA test was run for inferential statistics. The
significance level was set at 0.01

RESULT

The levels of usage for the grammar learning strategies used in the present
study would follow the mean range determined by Al Abri et al. (2017) as
shown in Table 1 below.

The Most Common and The Least Common Sub-Grammar Learning
Strategies

Table 2, Table 3, Table 4 and Table 5 show the means and standard deviations
of sub-grammar learning strategies under cognitive, metacognitive, affective,
and social strategies respectively

Table 2. Means and standard deviations of cognitive strategies used by
Indonesian EFL undergraduate students

| take notes when my teacher explains a new grammar
structure (e.g.

Table 2 illustrates that seven cognitive strategies had the means which were
in the range between 3.5 and 4.0. This indicates Malaysian ESL undergraduate
students usually used these seven strategies when learning grammar. The most
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usual strategy used was item no. 4, “I take notes when my teacher explains a
new grammar structure (e.g. | write down the meaning and the usage of the
structure)” with the mean of 4.00. This was followed by item no. 10, “I use
grammar books in order to review or better understand new grammar
structures” and item no. 2, “When I learn a new grammar structure, I try to
classify it under a group of similar things. (e.g. verbs, tenses)”” which shared the
same mean at 3.89. This was followed by item no. 1, “When I learn a new
grammar structure, | try to associate it with other structures that I already know”
with the mean of 3.86. Next was item no. 6, “I underline, use different colours
or capital letters to emphasize the important parts of grammar rules and
explanations” which had the mean of 3.80. Item no. 9, “I do grammar exercises
at home” was next with the mean of 3.75 and it was followed by item no. 8, “I
say a new grammar structure to myself several times in order to memorize it”
which had the mean of 3.55. Item no. 3, “When I learn a new grammar structure,
I compare it with my own language by thinking of its equivalent in my native
language” (3.48), item no. 5, “I use my own language to write the rules of a
new grammar structure” (3.25) and item no. 7, “T draw charts for grammar rules
I learn” (3.01) were found to be at the low end of the means (2.7-3.49) of the
cognitive strategies which indicate that the ESL undergraduate students
sometimes used these strategies when learning grammar.

Under metacognitive strategies as shown in Table 3, eight strategies were
in the range between 3.5 and 4.49. This shows that Malaysian ESL
undergraduate students usually used these strategies when learning grammar.
Item no. 20, “I try to find out why I make grammar mistakes” had the highest
mean at 4.25. Next was item no. 18, “I pay attention to grammar structures in
my own speaking and writing” with the mean of 4.19 and was followed by item
no. 15, “I know my strength and weaknesses when it comes to grammar” whose
mean was 4.08. Then, item no. 19, “I correct the grammatical mistakes that my
teacher has marked in my written assignments” was next with the mean of 3.96.
It was followed by item no. 11, “I think about the situations in which I can use
the newly learnt grammar structures” which had the mean at 3.90 and next was
item no. 16, “I have specific goals and objectives in learning grammar” with
the mean of 3.89. Item no. 12, “I try to notice the new grammar structures that
appear in a listening or a reading text” and item no. 14, “I try to find more
effective ways of learning grammar” were placed at the lower usually mean
range with 3.83 and 3.75 respectively. Item no. 13, “I preview the grammar
subjects that will be covered before coming to class” (3.26) and item no. 17, “I
schedule grammar reviews in advance” (3.23) were in the sometimes mean
range.

Table 4 shows that eight affective strategies were in the range between 3.5

and 4.49 which means that Malaysian ESL undergraduate students usually used
them in learning grammar. Item no. 22, “I encourage myself to practice
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grammar when I know I have problems with a structure” topped the list with
the mean of 4.01. The second highest mean at 4.00 was item no. 28, “I practice
speaking English even when | am worried about making grammatical
mistakes”. It was followed by item no. 29, “Playing grammar games helps me
comprehend grammar rule better” whose mean was 3.88 and then, item no. 21,
“I try to relax when I have problems with understanding or using grammar
structures” with the mean of 3.83. Next was item no. 23, “I try to use grammar
structures even when I am not sure they are correct” which had the mean at
3.80. Item no. 30, “I prefer working on grammar tasks alone rather than working
with classmates” (3.58), item no. 26, “I prefer working on grammar tasks alone
rather than working with classmates” (3.56), and item no. 25, “I notice when I
feel tensed or nervous when studying or using grammar structures” (3.54), were
at the lower means in the same range. Item no 24, “I give myself reward when
I do well on a grammar test” with the mean of 3.49 and item no. 27, “I keep a
language learning diary where I include comments about language learning”
which had the lowest mean at 2.91, were in the sometimes mean range.

The Strategy Used Most by Indonesian EFL Undergraduate Students Among
The Four Grammar Learning Strategies

Tukey post hoc comparison test was run after the F values in One-way
ANOVA test were significant for all strategies. Table 8 showed that students
with high language proficiency used more cognitive strategies than average
(MD=1.08, p< 0.01) and low (MD=1.26, p<0.01) proficient students. Students
with high language proficiency also used more metacognitive strategies than
average (MD=.74, p<0.01) and low (MD=.95, p<0.01) proficient students.
High proficient students were also found to use more affective strategies than
average (MD=.72, p<0.01) and low (MD=.84, p<0.01) proficient students. As
for social strategies, high proficient students used the strategies more than low
(MD=.72, p<0.01) proficient students. These findings indicate that high
proficient students used all the grammar learning strategies more as compared
to those who were less proficient.

DISCUSSION

Taking notes while listening to the teacher’s explanation was found to be
the most common cognitive strategy used by ESL undergraduate students.
According to Ozcakmak (2019), note-taking while listening has a favourable
effect on students’ comprehension success, therefore, this strategy is 470 Asian
Journal of University Education (AJUE) Volume 19, Number 3, July 2023
considered as a good strategy for students to understand the grammatical rules
learnt. On the other hand, drawing charts in learning grammar was the least
favourable strategy. Although drawing can be an effective method for students
to develop memory and conceptualise visually, they are quite reluctant to adopt
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drawing as a learning method. This method is considered as demonstrating
short-term gains which do not compensate the efforts in producing the drawings
(Heideman et al. 2017). Trying to understand the reasons for their mistakes was
found to be the most common metacognitive strategy used. Tulisa et al. (2016)
posit that learning from errors is one of the metacognitive activities that helps
students initiate self-regulated learning which encourages students’
engagements in the learning environment and context. Meanwhile scheduling
grammar reviews in advance was the least favourable metacognitive strategy.

Although making a study schedule is considered as one of good study
habits, most students still do not follow or have any study schedule to guide
their learning (Ebele et al., 2017). This is probably due to many distractions
such as social media and online games which could put students at a
disadvantage. The findings showed that practicing grammar and practicing
speaking English were two most common affective strategies used by the ESL
undergraduate students. According to Thompson (2019), language learning can
be maximised through deliberate practice and intensive practice. Although
Abdolmanafi Rokni and Seifi (2013) discovered that journal writing was
effective in enhancing grammar knowledge and writing confidence of the
students, keeping a language learning diary was the least preferred affective
strategy found in the present study. This is probably because keeping diaries is
not a common practice among Malaysians. The finding revealed that asking
friends for help was the most common social strategy used by ESL
undergraduate students.

This is in line with Juniar and Carissa’s (2020) study which also found that
this strategy was commonly used by the students when they had difficulties in
understanding the teacher’s explanation. Meanwhile, asking good speakers of
English to correct their grammar when they talked was the least common
strategy used. Putra and Salikin (2020) state that students do not prefer to be
corrected on their grammatical, lexical or/and pronunciation errors while they
are talking as they feel that the flow of their communication is interrupted.
Furthermore, they will lose focus on what they want to express and feel
demotivated. Social strategies were found to be the most used by ESL
undergraduate students as compared to the other three strategies. The finding
was supported by Juniar and Carissa (2020) who also discovered that social
strategies were preferred by the students in learning grammar. Interestingly,
social strategies were found to be used by more adult students than younger
students. In contrast, studies conducted by Al Abri et al. (2017), Lim et al.
(2021) and Mulugeta and Bayou (2019) discovered that metacognitive,
cognitive and compensation strategies were the most used among younger
students respectively. In terms of the influence of students’ proficiency on the
usage of grammar learning strategies, this study found that students with high
proficiency level used all grammar learning strategies as compared to students
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with low proficiency level. The findings seem to contradict Al Abri et al.’s
(2017) study which discovered that proficient students only used more
metacognitive strategies than students with low proficiency. Pawlak (2009) also
did not find any significant differences in the usage of grammar learning
strategies based on students’ language proficiency.

CONCLUSION

The findings from this study would seem to give evidence that ESL
undergraduate students prefer certain cognitive, metacognitive, affective, and
social strategies in learning grammar. Grammar teachers should find the kinds
of strategies that are useful and effective for the students to learn grammar. As
the facilitators of learning, teachers can guide students to use effective grammar
strategies which could help enhance their proficiency. Grammar teachers
should be more sensitive to the students’ strategy preference and tailor their
grammar lessons accordingly. This may result in the students learning the
English grammar more effectively. Since social strategy seems to be most used
by the students, perhaps, teachers could initiate a buddy system so that students
will be more engaged in their learning with their peers. Through this buddy
system, low proficient students can learn the grammar learning strategies from
high proficient students.

All studies have their limitations, so does this study. First, the small sample
came from only one public university, therefore, the findings of the study could
not be generalised to the whole university population. Second, this study only
employed a quantitative research method using a cross sectional survey. Lastly,
this study did not include compensation and memory strategies as this study
adapted Pawlak’s (2018) GLSI. It is recommended that future research be
conducted using larger sample taken from various universities in Malaysia. A
longitudinal study using a mixed methods research design can also be carried
out in order to give a more in-depth explanation of the phenomenon. In addition,
future researchers could also consider investigating the relationship between
the use of GLS and the grammar performance using a quasi-experimental study.
Other new directions of the research are to examine the teaching strategies
employed by the teachers to teach grammar and the role of buddy system in
grammar learning.
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