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Abstract 

This study was conducted to examine language learning strategies employed by the high ability students in a 
rural secondary school. Memory and cognitive strategies employed by the high ability students were the main 
focus in this study. A survey design was used and data was collected using Oxford’s questionnaires. Findings 
reveal that the high ability students use cognitive strategies more frequently than the memory strategies. One 
memory strategy is shown to have been employed most frequently by the high ability students. Teachers are 
therefore recommended to teach them how to use the less frequently chosen strategies and the strategies used by 
successful language learners. 
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1. Introduction 

1.2 Background of the Study 

Language learning strategies are specific behaviours or thought processes that students use to enhance their 
second language learning. Past research has found that the high proficiency students and the low proficiency 
students use different type of strategies (Oxford, 1990). However, the research on the high ability students’ 
language learning strategies has been very sparse. In this study, the memory and cognitive strategies used by the 
high ability students in a rural secondary school in Malaysia was investigated. These high ability students aged 
seventeen attended a special class programme in school. Their selection was made based on their achievements 
in Year Six National Exam. Those who achieved 5As in the Year Six National Exam are eligible to attend this 
special class programme (Ministry of Education, 2012). Then, during Form Three National Exam, the grades 
they obtained for Mathematics and Science were higher than the average students. However, despite their 
capability in learning, these high ability students showed varied achievements in English. Some of them obtained 
B+ to A for English while some managed to get B and C only. Their grades indicated that these high ability 
students possessed different language abilities. Therefore this study attempted to investigate the language 
learning strategies employed by the high proficient and low proficient students in acquiring English as a second 
language.  

1.3 Rational of the Study 

Many studies have shown that learners can enhance their proficiency in a second language if they use strategies 
which suit them. However, very little study has been done on the high ability students’ choice of strategies. This 
present study was thus held for two reasons: First, English is a compulsory subject for the students to learn in 
school (Education Act, 1996). Second, the recent policy on English language learning requires the students to 
improve their oral proficiency (Ministry of Education, 2012). The policy thus requires teachers to assist the high 
ability students to improve their proficiency so that they can communicate effectively with other English 
speakers.  

1.4 Purpose and Significance of the Study 

This study was conducted to examine the memory and cognitive strategies employed by the high ability students 
who are of high and of low proficiency in English in acquiring the second language. The findings from this study 
should be able to explain why the high ability students differ from each other in acquiring English when they are 
equally capable of learning. Moreover, the findings should assist the teachers to plan effective lessons so that the 
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high ability students’ full potential in learning English as a second language can be further developed. Therefore, 
the following two research questions were addressed in this study: 

1) What are the memory strategies employed by the high ability students in learning a second language? 

2) What are the cognitive strategies employed by the high ability students in learning a second language?  

2. Literature Review 

2.1 High Ability Students 

Gagne (2007) defines high ability students as those who systematically develop certain abilities or skills and 
place themselves higher than their age peers. Meanwhile gifted students are those who own superior natural 
abilities compared to other individuals in the same age group. On the other hand, Nicpon and Pfeifer (2011) refer 
to high ability with gifted students who have multipotentials in various domains and the definitions vary from 
one culture to another culture.  

Based on these definitions, this study chose to associate the high ability students to those who achieve 5As in 
Year Six National Examination and whose achievement in Mathematics and Science are above average and 
higher than their age peers. For their high achievements, they are placed in special class programme and are 
therefore expected to increase their performance. These high ability students referred to in this study have 
potentials to learn a second language. Their potentials need to be nurtured by identifying the language learning 
strategies employed by them. 

2.2 Language Learning Strategies 

Oxford’s classification of language learning strategies were used as the basis for this study. 0xford (1990) 
defines learning strategies as specific actions, behaviors, steps, or techniques employed by the students to solve a 
difficult language task so as to enhance their own learning. She states that when the student consciously chooses 
strategies that fit him and the second language task at hand, these strategies become a useful toolkit for active, 
conscious, and purposeful selfregulation of learning. Oxford (1990) classifies learning strategies into six groups 
which are cognitive, metacognitive, memory, compensatory, affective and social. Yet, for the purpose of this 
study, only two language learning strategies were analysed. They are : 

2.2.1 Memory Strategies 

Consist of four sets of memory which are creating mental linkages, applying images and sounds, reviewing well, 
and employing action. Oxford (1990) claims that since the brain has the ability to store trillion bits of 
information, these four sets of memory strategies should be able to help the learners to remember the new 
language learned. The learners will be able to store and retrieve information about the language (Oxford, 1990). 

2.2.2 Cognitive Strategies 

Involve four sets of strategies which are practicing, receiving and sending messages, analysing and reasoning, 
and creating structure for input and output. Oxford (1990) states that many learners tend to construct a formal 
model in their minds based on analysis and comparison, create general rules and revise the rules when new 
information is available. 

So, based on Oxford’s classification, this study looked at the memory strategies as those strategies that help 
second language learners to store and retrieve new information and cognitive strategies as those strategies which 
enable learners to understand and produce new language by using the four cognitive strategies. 

2.3 Past Studies on Language Learning Strategies  

According to Oxford (1994), research shows that the effective use of second language learning strategies can 
help learners to acquire the language. In fact, the past findings demonstrate that successful language learners 

 showed improved proficiency use appropriate language learning strategies 

 select strategies that work well together and fit the language task given. 

 cognitive and metacognitive strategies are often used together. 

 certain strategies or cluster of strategies are linked to particular language skills or task. 

 the powerful social and affective strategies are found less often in research. 

Moreover, Oxford (1994) reveals an interesting finding regarding the choice of language learning strategies 
among Asian students. Asian students appear to prefer rote memorization and other types of memory strategies 
to other strategies. A few recent studies done in Asia confirm this finding. For example, Samad et al. (2010) who 
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did a study on undergraduate students in Malaysia found that the low proficiency learners prefer memory 
strategies to cognitive strategies whereas the high proficiency learners prefer cognitive strategies. Another study 
done by Yang and Dai (2012) on Chinese learners indicated the frequent use of memory strategies. The learners 
prefer structural association and semantic strategies in memorising new words. Some students still prefer rote 
memorization in learning new words.  

By analysing past research, Nambiar (2009) explored the relationship between belief and strategy used by the 
language learners. She concluded that the learners’ belief in their learning ability influence their choice of 
strategies. For instance, she cited a study done by Yu (2007). Yu found that the learners who have strong 
form-focussed belief disagreed with the use of mother tongue to learn a second language. The learners reported a 
higher use of language learning strategies. Nambiar (2009) also claimed that learning environment influences the 
learners’ choice of language learning strategies.  

2.4 On How the High-Ability Perceive the Strategy They Use 

Earlier study done by Vallerand et al. (1994) on students’ differentiated learning indicated that in similar to the 
gifted students, the high ability students perceive that they use cognitive strategy more than the regular students. 
As a result of believing in their own ability, they developed high intrinsic motivation. In the study, the students 
were placed in a homogeneous classroom similar to the students in the present study. By being in such classroom, 
the high ability students seem to have a high intrinsic motivation. They are able to learn and discuss with other 
students who are equally competent. Therefore, Vallerand et al. (1994) hyphothesized that when they are placed 
in a mixed-ability classroom, the high ability students’ motivation will reduce and thus will obtain poor 
achievement. However, this may not be the case because Smith (2003) discovered that the underachievers may 
not be performing in examination due to various factors. Some boys may not like doing coursework like the 
hardworking girl while some students of different ethnic may learn differently from their peers. Realising the 
possibility that high ability students may become underachievers, a study on the high ability students in the rural 
school in Malaysia is therefore crucial. Identifying the memory and cognitive strategies they use will enable 
them to improve their own language learning.  

2.5 Strategies Used by Successful Second Language Learners in Malaysia  

While other researchers locally have been examining the language learning strategies used by the second 
language learners, Embi and Amin (2010) suggest some strategies that students in Malaysia can use to enhance 
their English. In their book, “Strategies for Successful English Language Learning”, they encourage the second 
language learners to assess their own learning strategies before they learn more about the strategies employed by 
the successful language learners. Embi and Amin stress that once learners are aware of their own strategies, they 
can adopt the language learning strategies used by the successful English language learners. One of the strategies 
suggested is the memory strategy. The learners can be taught to use mnemonic to remember the prepositions of 
time such as on, at and in (2010, p 94). Nevertheless the strategies suggested by Embi and Amin (2010) are for 
low proficiency language learners from a mixed ability group. Hence, more research should be done on the high 
ability students’ choice of language learning strategies because they might differ from the regular students.  

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design and Setting 

This study collected data using a survey design and it was conducted at a rural secondary school in Malaysia. 
Malay is the language mainly spoken by the students and almost everyone in their neighbourhood. 

3.2 Participants 

Forty two (n = 42) high ability students aged 17 were purposely chosen as the participants for this study. These 
high ability students were placed in a special programme in school. They were chosen to be in the programme 
based on their past achievements in Year Six National Exam and Form Three National Exam. They obtained 5As 
in Year Six National Exam and at least 5As in Form Three National Exam.  

3.3 Instruments 

This study only analysed memory and cognitive strategies employed by the participants. To elicit data, a set of 
Oxford’s questionnaires on language learning strategies were given to the students. The reliability of the items 
used were tested using cronbach alpha. The cronbach alpha coefficient for this study was .786. The students 
were asked to choose the language memory and cognitive strategies they employed in the learning of English as 
a second language. Data for the study was elicited from the students’ response to the statements prepared by the 
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researcher. They had to response based on five-point-scale. Never or almost never true of me, usually not true of 
me, somewhat true of me, usually true of me and always or almost always true of me. 

3.4 Data Collection, Procedure and Analysis  

All the data were collected during the first semester of academic year 2012. During a 80-minute lesson, the 
students were asked to answer a set of questionnaires. The researcher reminded them to answer the 
questionnaires individually. They were required to reflect on the strategies they choose in their learning of 
English as a second language. As they were answering the questionnaires, they were not allowed to discuss their 
choice of language learning strategies with others. This was to ensure that each of the student’s answer was not 
influenced by their peers. The data was then analysed using the computer programme called Statistical Package 
for the Social Science. The descriptive statistic was used to see the frequency, the percentage and the learning 
strategies employed by the learners.  

4. Results 

4.1 Memory Strategies 

With respect to the first research question, results are presented in table 1. 

 

Table 1. Memory Strategies 

Item 

Never or 
Always Never 
True of Me 

% 

(Frequency) 

Usually 
Never True 
of Me 

% 

(Frequency) 

Somewhat

True of Me

% 

(Frequency)

Usually

True of Me 

% 

(Frequency) 

Always or 
Almost  

True of Me 

% 

(Frequency) 

I use new English words 
in a sentence so I can 
remember. 

9.5  

(4) 

11.9

(5) 

52.4

(22) 

19.0

(8) 

7.1 

(3) 

Connect the sound of a 
new English word and 
an image or picture of a 
situation in which the 
word might be used. 

11.9 

(5) 

26.2

(11) 

38.1

(16) 

19.0

(8) 

4.8 

(2) 

I remember English 
word by making a 
mental picture of a 
situation in which the 
word might be used. 

9.52 

(4) 

21.4

(9) 

33.3

(14) 

23.8

(10) 

11.9 

(5) 

I used song to remember 
new English words. 

31.0 

(13) 

23.8

(10) 

14.3

(6) 

14.3

(6) 

16.7 

(7) 

I stick the words on 
board or mirror so that I 
can remember the new 
English words. 

64.3 

(27) 

21.4

(9) 

12.9

(5) 

0

(0) 

2.4 

(1) 

I remember new English 
words by memorising 
the meanings in Malay. 

0 

(0) 

4.76

(2) 

21.42

(9) 

30.95

(13) 

42.86 

(18) 

I remember new English 
words by making notes 
of new words in a 
notebook and always 
look at it. 

23.8 

(10) 

28.6

(12) 

23.8

(10) 

16.7

(7) 

7.1 

(3) 
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Table 1 shows that learners put effort to memorise words learned. About 95.23 % of them remember new words 
by memorising the meaning in Malay. The high percentage indicates that it is the most frequent memory strategy 
used by the learners. Meanwhile, the least memory strategy used by the learners is sticking new words on board 
or mirror. The table shows that 15.3 % of them stick a new word learned on board. 61.9% of the learners connect 
the sound of a new English word and an image or picture of a situation in which the word might be used. The 
table also demonstrates that 47.6 % of the learners remember new English words by making notes of new words 
in a notebook and always look at it. Only 45.3 % of them use songs to remember new English words. 78.5 % of 
the learners attempt to use new words in a sentence. Only 9.5 % of them have never used new words in a 
sentence. Another strategy used by the learners to remember English word is by making a mental picture of a 
situation in which the word might be used. 69.0 % of them are using this strategy.  

4.2 Cognitive Strategies 

Meanwhile, with respect to the second research question, the results are displayed in table 2 below: 

 

Table 2. Cognitive Strategies 

Item 

Never or Always 
Never True of Me

% 

(Frequency) 

Usually Never 
True of Me 

% 

(Frequency) 

Somewhat 

True of Me

% 

(Frequency)

Usually 

True of Me 

% 

(Frequency) 

Always or 
Almost  

True of Me 

% 

(Frequency) 

I use new English words 
several times when I write 
or speak. 

4.8 

(2) 

31.0 

(13) 

42.9 

(18) 

19.0 

(8) 

2.4 

(1) 

I try to talk in English with 
my friends. 

14.3 

(6) 

19.0 

(8) 

28.6 

(12) 

31.0 

(13) 

7.1 

(3) 

I practice the sound in 
English. 

11.9 

(5) 

16.7 

(7) 

31.0 

(13) 

28.6 

(12) 

11.9 

(5) 

I watch English Language 
TV shows or go to movies 
spoken in English. 

4.8 

(2) 

4.8 

(2) 

16.7 

(7) 

26.2 

(11) 

47.6 

(20) 

I read English story book. 11.9 

(5) 

23.8 

(10) 

31.0 

(13) 

14.3 

(6) 

19.0 

(8) 

I write message or sms in 
English. 

14.3 

(6) 

11.9 

(5) 

57.1 

(24) 

9.5 

(4) 

7.1 

(3) 

I read a reading passage 
twice to understand it. 

2.4 

(1) 

9.5 

(4) 

16.7 

(7) 

38.1 

(16) 

33.3 

(14) 

I look for new English 
words that are similar to 
Malay. 

9.5 

(4) 

19.0 

(8) 

33.3 

(14) 

28.6 

(12) 

9.5 

(4) 

I try not to translate word 
for word. 

14.3 

(6) 

21.4 

(9) 

38.1 

(16) 

16.7 

(7) 

9.5 

(4) 

 

Table 2 demonstrates that the learners apply cognitive strategies in learning English as a second language. 90.5% 
of them watch English Language TV shows or go to movies spoken in English. 88.1 % of them read a passage 
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twice in order to understand it. Meanwhile, 73.7 % of them write a message or sms in English. Only 71.5 % of 
them practise the sound in English. Using new English words when they write or speak, reading English story 
book, trying to talk in English with friends and trying not to translate word for word are among the strategies less 
applied by the learners. 35.7 % of the learners indicate that they have never and usually never read English story 
book.  

5. Discussion  

The analysis of the data showed some important findings that have implications on the practice of teaching and 
learning of a second language. On the whole, the learners use both memory and cognitive strategies in learning 
English as a second language. The learners appear to choose some cognitive strategies more frequently than the 
memory strategies and vice versa. They might have realised that both strategies could assist them in improving 
their English. 

5.1 Memory Strategies 

First, the study indicates that the learners use their first language to enhance their memory of new words learned. 
95.23 % of them always choose to remember new words by memorising the meaning in Malay. This implies that 
the learners prefer to translate the English words into Malay in order to increase their memorisation of the 
English words. This study correlates with Maros et al. (2007) and Musa et al. (2012) who discovered that rural 
learners in Malaysia are strongly influenced by their first language in learning English. It also confirms a study 
done by Liu (2008) on Chinese undergraduates in a university.The study has reported that the knowledge of the 
first language is always in the mind of the learners even though teachers stress that they must think in the second 
language. The knowledge is somehow connected with the new knowledge of the second language learned. 

Second, it points out that 78.5 % of the learners in this rural school makes an effort to construct sentences using 
new words they learn. Teacher should therefore let the learners use this strategy in teaching them by giving them 
ample opportunity to practise making sentences using the new words. 

Third, it suggests that teachers can train the learners to remember English word by making a mental picture of a 
situation in which the word might be used. In this study, 61.9% of the learners have chosen this strategy to 
improve their English. 

Fourth, it demonstrates that the teaching of phoneme and the use of image or picture are crucial in strengthening 
the learners’ memory. 61.9% of the learners choose to connect the sound of a new English word, and an image or 
picture of a situation in which the word might be used. 

5.2 Cognitive Strategies 

First, it shows that watching English Language TV shows or going to movies spoken in English is the most 
frequent strategy applied by the learners. 90.5 % of them apply this strategy. This is in line with the findings 
made by Asgari and Mustapha (2011) who reported that this strategy was also the most frequently chosen 
cognitive strategy among the English second language learners in their study. In earlier study, Omojuwa et al. 
(2010) had pointed that the second language learners can develop their vocabulary from watching English 
Language TV shows. Thus, it seems television as a media still has impact on second language learning. Teachers 
should be encouraged to use English TV shows or English movies in their lessons.  

Second, despite being exposed only to English during formal instructions in the classroom, 73.7 % of the high 
ability learners choose to write a message or sms in English. Based on this discovery, teacher should consider 
training the learners to use this strategy to learn English after school. Ally et al. (2007) have suggested that the 
learners may use their time away from school to learn grammar, to reread and redo exercises via mobile learning.  

Third, as 71.5 % of them also practice the sounds in English in their attempt to improve their English, teachers 
should not neglect the teaching of phonetics and pronunciation in the classroom. Ability to pronounce English 
words correctly can boost the learners’ motivation to communicate in the language with their friends, teachers 
and the society outside school compound. The use of English courseware to teach them pronounce Engish words 
can also benefit the high ability learners (Yunus et al., 2010).  

6. Recommendation 

The findings from this present study have a number of implications on the teaching and learning of English as a 
second language to a group of high-ability learners. This study highlighted that some memory and cognitive 
strategies are chosen less frequently than the other strategies in the same categories. Yet, this does not mean that 
they are not important in second language learning. The learners’ talent need to be developed so that their 
language learning ability can be enhanced (Barab & Plucker, 2002). One of the ways is to teach them how to use 
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the less frequently chosen strategies. Another way is to teach them how to use the strategies employed by the 
successful English language learners (Embi & Amin, 2010 and Liang, 2009).  

7. Conclusion 

This study explored the selected memory and cognitive strategies of the high ability learners who attend a special 
class programme in a rural secondary school in Malaysia. The findings depict that this high ability group 
employed both memory and cognitive strategies. There is evidence that 95.23% of the learners always choose to 
remember the new English words learned by memorising the meaning in Malay. However other memory 
strategies were not as frequently selected by them. The learners might find memorising the meaning of English 
word in Malay contributes towards an increase in their English vocabulary. There is also evidence that the 
second highest strategy chosen by the learners is the cognitive strategy (90.5%) which is watching English 
Language TV shows or going to movies spoken in English. This particular strategy might have helped them to 
get exposure to English Language and provide an indirect training on listening skills. For future research, the 
highest and the second highest strategies found used by the learners in present study should be further 
investigated. The findings may assist teachers to understand how high ability learners can benefit from them.  
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