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Abstract 

This conceptual paper addresses the information lacuna in the amalgamation between the areas of language 
learning strategies and international students in Malaysia. Malaysia is considered a hybrid or mixed setting 
environment where English as a Second Language (ESL) meets English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Thus 
in dissecting the big areas of language learning strategies and international students in relation to Malaysia, it 
gives rise to four notions – hybrid environment, agency, out-of-class language learning strategies and 
acculturation strategies. Underpinned by tenets derived from four flagship theories/model – Experiential 
Learning Theory by Kolb, Sociocultural Theory by Vygotsky, Social Cognitive Theory by Bandura, and Second 
Language Acquisition Model by Ellis – a framework is conceptualised. The conceptual framework elucidates 
the interplay of the four notions and their connections which will inform the main purpose of the study that is 
to explore the English language learning experiences of the international students in Malaysia.  

Keywords: conceptual framework, international students, language learning strategies, Malaysia 

1. INTRODUCTION   

Globalization has flattened the world of education opening up increased opportunities for exchanges and 
transfers. These activities have led to student mobility (Verbik & Lasanowski 2007). It refers to the movement 
of students to other countries in the pursuance of knowledge.  Foreign students have been going to countries 
like the UK, the US, Australia, and Canada. Indeed, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) as cited in Verbik and Lasanowski (2007) reports that in 2005, there were 2.7 million 
people studying in countries that were not their home land. Seeing the potential in terms of revenue and cultural 
transfer (Andrade, 2006; Bell, 2008; Trevaskes et al., 2003), Malaysia is on its way to become the hub of 
education regionally (Kerr, 2011) and also internationally (Model for success, 2008).  

In achieving this, Malaysia is opening its doors to students from other countries. These international students 
come from more than 150 countries all around the world (Ministry of Education (MoHE) Statistics, 2010). The 
2010 statistics further indicate that there were 86 923 foreigners registered as international students in public 
and private higher institutions in Malaysia in 2010.  
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The coming of international students into the education institutions in Malaysia would mean that there is a 
need for a common language for interaction. In this case, English can be the common language as it is the 
language of technology and second most spoken language in the world (English Language History, n.d). Thus, 
Malaysian universities have set the English language requirement for international students. Most universities 
accept International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and Test of English as a Foreign Language 
(TOEFL) exam scores. However, in many institutions, when these international students do not fulfill the 
requirement, they will undergo English classes provided by department assigned by the management of the 
institution. This is the phase that is going to be captured in the study where the experiences of these 
international students utilizing language learning strategies to learn English are highlighted. 

The language learning experiences are not straightforward as international students bring along with them 
their languages, religions, cultures, conventions, habits and other resources. This diversity provides avenues 
for all to learn, explore, understand and increase awareness about linguistics and culture differences and thus 
find a way to interact, accept, survive and even adapt to the plural cultures (Bell, 2008; Schmidt & Jansen, 
2005). Thus, it is the intention of this article to present the conceptual framework that underlays the study to 
unearth the experiences of a group of international students learning the English language in a new academic 
milieu and how the experience of each participant depicts the acculturation at the end of his/her first semester 
studies in a public university in Malaysia. The conceptual framework presented in this article is the initial stage 
of a bigger study.  

2.  PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The backdrop of this study is based on the areas of language learning strategies and international students. 
Both have a strong body of research; with the former dating back three decades ago (Macaro, 2006; Oxford, 
2011b) and the latter began even earlier, for example in 1950s in Australia with the inception of The Colombo 
Plan (Cuthbert et al., 2008; Dawson & Hacket, 2006). In Malaysia, literature on language learning strategies 
started to gain momentum in late 1990s with the landmark doctorate study by Mohamed Amin in 1996. On the 
other hand, research on international students began to take shape when there was a steady flow of them into 
Malaysia since 1996 (Morshidi Sirat, 2008). The body of literature in Malaysia is still in its first phase (Noor 
Saazai et. al, 2012) as it touches only on the overall picture of the international students here.  However, from 
the extant literature in Malaysia on language learning strategies and international students, there seems to be 
a dearth in the conflation of these two areas in relation to Malaysia.  

3. LITERATURE REVIEW  

This part will succinctly highlight the tenets from the four theories/model and the themes from the areas of 
language learning strategies and international students that give rise to the four notions (hybrid environment, 
agency, out-of-class language learning strategies and acculturation strategies) that form the conceptual 
framework.  

3.1 Theoretical Underpinnings 

3.1.1 Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) 

This theory highlights the role of experience in the process of learning (Kolb et al., 2000).  

In 1984, Kolb listed six characteristics of ELT and Kolb and Kolb discussed them again in 2005. These 
characteristics are the propositions derived from three earlier theorists – John Dewey, Kurt Lewin and Jean 
Piaget. The main tenet from ELT that is parallel to the discussion of this study is learning involves transactions 
between the person and the environment (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2005). This also echoes in Beard and 
Wilson’s (2007) handbook on ELT that says learning is a ‘sense-making process of active engagement 
between the inner world of the person and the outer world of the environment’ (p.2). Kolb et al. (2005) further 
strengthen this concept by discussing learning space theory that emphasizes the setting that the learner is in; 
for example, immediate setting which is termed as microsystem involving the course and the classroom. 
Besides the environment, it also takes into account the people around the learner like in mesosystem that 
includes family members. In other words, the concept of environment in ELT also comprises of the people 
around the learner. 

3.1.2 Sociocultural Theory (SCT) 

Lantolf (2000) elucidates six germane tenets of SCT.  SCT was propounded by Lev Vygotsky: mediated mind, 
genetic domains, unit of analysis, Activity Theory, internalization and inner speech, and Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD). However, this study only embraces characteristics from Activity Theory and ZPD.  The 
former proposes that a person behaves and reacts based on his biological, social and cultural needs (Lantolf, 
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2000). The latter, on the other hand, is in line with the concept of mediation which is central to SCT; where the 
mediator can be a tool or a person (Mamour, 2008). According to Vygotsky (1978), ZPD “is a distance between 
the actual developmental level…and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p.33). In other words, ZPD highlights the 
role of other people – teachers and friends, in enhancing the learning process. 

3.1.3 Second Language Acquisition Model (SLA) 

A lot of studies on language learning strategies employ the SLA Model by Rod Ellis, 1994 to build the 
framework for investigating learners’ choice or use of language learning strategies; for example Mohamed 
Amin (1996; 2000), El-Saleh (2002), Zamri (2004), Johari Afrizal (2005), and Izawati @ Siti Zawiyah (2008). 
This model identifies three sets of dimensions that explain the process of second language learning; individual 
learner differences, learner strategies, and outcome.  

The first set deals with the individual learner differences that come in seven (7) different categories; age, 
aptitude, motivation, learning styles, beliefs, affective states and personality. In learning the second language, 
these diverse individuals operate in different situational and social environment which affects the strategies 
that they choose. The choice of strategies is the second set of the dimensions. Some researchers doing studies 
on language learning strategies have broken down this set into the type of classification/typology that they 
have chosen; Zamri (2004) for example has chosen to look at in-class, out-of-class and test preparation, 
whereas Izawati @ Siti Zawiyah (2008) looks at cognitive, metacognitive, affective, memory, compensation 
and social.  This then goes to the third set which is the outcome. This deals with the level of achievement in 
attaining the second language. It has a two way relationship with the earlier set. In other words, the result of 
acquiring the second language depends on the strategies used. 

3.1.4 Social cognitive theory  

The core view of this theory is that “mind, body and world function integratively” (Atkinson 2011, p.143). It is 
to say that the cognitive, physical being and environment affect each other. Moreover, Bandura (2001, p. 2) 
states that, “human functioning is analyzed as social interdependent, richly contextualized and conditionally 
orchestrated within the dynamics of various societal subsystems and their complex interplay”. 

Albert Bandura discussed Social Cognitive Theory in light of the agentic perspective. Being an agent, 
according to Bandura (2001), is for the person to make things happen with intention. Therefore a person is 
responsible for one’s own development, adaptation and change which depend on the environment and 
situation. In other words, a person can choose to act or not to act based on a reason or reasons that arise from 
within that is inspired by or as a resistance towards the world around him. 

There are four core features of agency which are associated closely to the mind and body: intentionality, 
forethought, self-reactiveness, and self-reflectiveness (Bandura 2001, 2005, 2006). These features propel 
people to have a big role in their own self-development, adaptation and self-renewal with changing times. 
Being intentional suggests that a person has a reason for doing something or for not doing it. The power to do 
so is in the hand of that person. In line with that, the second feature – forethought which implies having goals 
for oneself, provides a reason for the agentic behaviour. Thus, the action or inaction, or selection of action 
works in tandem with the goals that one has set. However, this should not be like the cliché ‘the end justifies 
the means’, where one can do anything to achieve the goal. The third feature, self-reactiveness provides the 
monitoring factor to the agency that one has. The monitoring is to ensure that one works within one’s cognitive 
and environmental conditions. Self-reactiveness is also related to motivation. The last feature is self-
reflectiveness. It is to examine and evaluate the action to be taken or not to be taken. So, in exercising agency, 
a person is a planner, forethinker, motivator, self-regulator and self-examiner with high self-efficacy (Bandura, 
2001). 

3.2  Language Learning Strategies (LLS) 

Language learning strategy is seen to be a facilitating technique to ease language learning. Its orchestrated 
and effective usage leads to success in language learning (Kashefian-Naeeini et al., 2011; Su, 2005; Vann & 
Abraham, 1990; Oxford, 1990). One of the most prominent proponents of this area, Oxford (2011b) posits that 
the field of LLS is influenced by three landmark concepts in the education world: Piaget's cognitive processes, 
self-regulation theory by Vygotsky and self-governance or better known as the autonomy concept in 1990s. 
All these concepts are underpinned by the notion of learners' individuality which has myriad of interrelating 
factors; thus opening doors to research spanning all over the world and investigating all possible factors and 
elements from all sides and angles. However, this article will look into only one main area: site of research and 
participants involved. 
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Research in LLS has seen variation in many aspects. The most apparent is the site of research and participants 
involved which implicates the factor of learning environment. It is one of the elements that influence learners' 
individuality and language learning strategy use. This is explicitly mentioned in studies and research by Oxford 
(1996, 2011b), El-Saleh (2002), Mohamed Amin (1996, 2000), and Green & Oxford (1995). Besides, the 
importance of learning environment is evinced by the many studies conducted in different parts of the world 
as each location provides a unique ambiance for language learning experience, for example Taiwan (Su, 
2005), Oman (Adel Abu Radwan, 2011), Turkey (Irgin, 2011), Jordan (El-Saleh, 2002), Indonesia (Johari 
Afrizal, 2005), Japan (Tanahashi, 2009), Lebanon (Nada, 2006), China (Gu, 2002), Thailand 
(Pawapatcharaudom, 2007), Korea (Lee, 2003), Palestine (Shmais, 2003), Iran (Kashefian-Naeeini & 
Nooreiny, 2010) and Malaysia (Mohamed Amin, 2000; Kamarul Shukri et al., 2009; Manprit & Mohamed Amin, 
2011; Zamri, 2004). 

In light of the research site and participants involved in learning English as a second or foreign language, the 
studies can be broken down into three big groups. Firstly, the nationals studying English as a second or foreign 
language in their own countries as in the cases of Malaysians studying English in Malaysia and Japanese 
learning English in Japan; and secondly, the students of other nationalities studying English in English-
speaking countries like studies done by Bernat et al. (2009), Gao (2006), Griffiths (2003) and Wu (2011) 
involving foreign students in Australia, Britain, New Zealand and America, respectively. The third group also 
consists of students of other nationalities studying English but not in English-speaking countries. Instead, they 
study English in 'hybrid'-speaking countries (Mohamed Amin, 2000; Green & Oxford, 1995) like Puerto-Rico. 
When the studies are tabulated in this manner, it can be surmised that while there is a conglomeration of 
studies for the first two groups; there is a paucity of research in the third group.  

There are many classifications of strategies advocated by the gurus in the field of LLS, for instance Bialystok 
(1978), O’Malley & Chamot (1990), Oxford (1990) and Mohamed Amin (2000). Each has a cognizance of 
strategies used by students in their social surroundings; they are termed as social strategies (Oxford, 1990), 
out-of-class strategies (Mohamed Amin, 2000) and included under socio-affective strategies, inference 
strategies and extended practice strategies by O’Malley & Chamot (1990), Bialystok (1978) and Tragant & 
Victori (2012) respectively. Thus, out of the many classifications listed in the literature, this study looks at the 
out-of-class strategies category as it is in line with this research that accentuates the importance of learning 
environment.   

3.3  Hybrid Environment 

Although it has been “said” in literature on English in Malaysia that English is a second language (ESL) in 
Malaysia (Thirusanku & Melor, 2011, p. 2); (other examples are Foo & Richards, 2004; Murugesan, 2003), the 
reality is not very clear cut such that not everyone is able to converse in English and not every place is English-
friendly. English is learnt and used instrumentally (Mohamed Amin 2000; Lee Su Kim et al. 2010) for example 
to excel in exams and land a good-paying job. Furthermore, drawing from Green and Oxford’s (1995, p.268) 
description of Puerto Rico, the environment on that island is branded as hybrid because “a great deal of 
potential English input is available for learners who wish to take advantage of it [Thus, it is ESL]. On the other 
hand, Puerto Rican learners can easily survive without using English for communication, so the island might 
in this respect appear to have characteristics of an EFL [English as a foreign language] setting”. It is of a similar 
case with Malaysia because Malaysian learners can survive without using English but in the case of this study; 
can the international students survive too?  And if they do, how do they survive? Thus, it is intriguing to discover 
how these sojourners use English in their out of class activities in relation to language learning. 

3.4  International Students (Iss) 

The students of other nationalities or foreign students as mentioned earlier are better known as International 
Students (henceforth ISs).  ISs are students who have crossed geographical borders in pursuit of education. 
Their destination is usually the English-speaking countries like the UK, the US and Australia (Arkoudis & Tran, 
2007; Harman, 2005). There is a strong growth of research regarding them in these countries and the issues 
addressed range widely; for instance; preparation in adaptation to new environment (Carroll, 2005; Myles & 
Cheng, 2003); transition period (Guilfoyle & Harryba, 2009; Hellsten, 2008; Andrade, 2006); problems faced 
by ISs (Sawir, 2005; Novera, 2004); motivation and global issues (Jiang et al., 2009; Sayers & Franklin, 2007); 
and programme intervention (Sakurai et al., 2009). There are two broad themes emerging from these studies: 
social and academic matters. Both issues affect each other but this study concentrates on the latter.  

Research on ISs concerning their academic matters has highlighted controversial issues like ‘soft-marking’, 
plagiarism and their general inability to cope with western way of studying (Birrell, 2006; Doherty & Singh, 
2005; Trevaskes et al., 2003). Moreover, the lack of their English skills has caused concerns as documented 
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by Ballard and Clanchy (1997) and Bradley and Bradley (1984). These studies might be decades old but the 
concern for the ISs' low proficiency level of English still prevails in current writings, for example Andrade (2006), 
Ferman (2003), and Thompson (2009).  

Although not an English-speaking country, Malaysia, like other receiving countries, puts emphasis on English 
as it is the language to be used in the academic milieu. Furthermore, Yusliza and Chelliah (2010) propose 
proficiency in the English language as one of the seven variables that can predict the adaptation level of ISs 
in Malaysia. Mapping the discussion of ISs in the abovementioned studies onto the scenario in Malaysia; ISs 
need to obtain, for example, at least a 5.5 for IELTS to secure a place in a Malaysian higher institution. 
However, some are accepted into the university or higher learning institution without taking IELTS or other 
English language tests or the score that they get does not fulfill the language requirement as stipulated by the 
university but their offer is conditional. In cases like this, they need to undergo an English course at the 
university.  

Currently, a big portion of literature about ISs in Malaysia deals mainly about their demographic information 
and the reasons for their decision to study here (for example Zainurin & Muhamad Abduh (2011); Rohana Jani 
et al. (2010); Mohd Taib et al. (2009); Rohaizat et al. (2011)). A very insignificant number of studies has actually 
examined the problems among ISs in Malaysia for instance; Alavi & Syed Mohamed (2011); Mousavi & 
Kashefian-Naeeni (2011); Zuria et al. (2010); Khairi & Rechards (2010); Manjula & Slethaug (2011). A few of 
these studies have highlighted that English language is a problem for ISs. The participants in a study by Zuria 
et al. (2010), for instance, have highlighted that Malaysians do not speak English, Malaysians speak English 
with Malay accent, and lack of English usage on signage and documents. Thus, it is worthwhile to look into 
ISs English language learning experiences in Malaysia. 

3.5  Acculturation 

Acculturation is a term defined as "socio-cultural adjustment and acquisition of dominant cultural norms by 
members of a non-dominant group" (Gul & Kolb, 2009, p.1). Therefore, it implies that the members of the 
minority group experience changes in dealing with the new environment.  The changes are seen in five general 
aspects according to Berry et al. (1987): physical changes like a new place to live; cultural changes; different 
sets of social relationships; biological changes like new nutritional status and changes in one's psychology, 
behaviour and mental health status. Among the abovementioned elements, this proposed study is directly and 
largely linked to the change in ‘behaviour’ in the ISs’ language learning experience as seen in their language 
learning strategy use. Thus, although the discussion on acculturation can be associated with other aspects 
like culture and psychology; this study only looks at the ISs’ acculturation into their academic milieu. 

Berry (2005) cautions that acculturation process is not identical for each individual as it depends on many 
factors, for example attitudes and behaviours. Mapping it onto the proposed study, it is how the ISs feel towards 
assimilating into the new academic environment and what they actually do to assimilate. Their attitudes and 
behaviours will be determined by the analysis of their language learning strategy used and agency exercised. 

Since acculturation occurs differently for individuals, Berry (2005) posits four variations termed as Acculturation 
Strategies; integration, assimilation, separation and marginalization. These strategies are placed on two 
continuums. Each continuum has a pair of contradictory strategies. This is illustrated by Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Four acculturation strategies adapted from Berry (2005) 

 

The horizontal continuum is about the attitude of ISs towards own old habits (in this case, the language learning 
strategy use in home country) - whether to retain old habits or move away from them. The vertical continuum 
is about the attitude of IS in embracing new habits (in this case, the language learning strategy use to suit the 
new environment) or rejecting them. The first strategy, integration suggests that an IS retains old habits and 
also embodies new ones. Whereas, if an IS leaves old habits and embraces new ones totally, then, the strategy 
is assimilation. On the other hand, separation strategy is when an IS does not want to adapt to the new habits 
and prefers to maintain his/her old ones. And lastly, if an IS does not prefer both, then he or she is using the 
marginalization strategy in acculturation. The acculturation strategy that is employed by each IS is determined 
by the comparison of out-of-class language learning strategy use in home country and in Malaysia by the end 
of the period of this study. 

3.6  Agency 

According to Davies (1990), having agency is being able to set a goal and plan “a line of action, know how to 
achieve it and have the power and authority and right to execute it” (p.343). It is a concept that cuts across the 
fields of LLS and ISs. This is because in employing language learning strategies and going through 
acculturation as an international student; one has a goal that is to learn the English language and be able to 
function in the new environment, respectively. Hence, having or exercising one’s agency suggests the push 
from within oneself that is influenced by the need of an end to be fulfilled and the action taken is within the 
permitted perimeter of the environment. In exercising one’s agency, one can resist, negotiate, change and 
transform oneself (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004) in order to meet the goal.  

From research done involving agency and ISs, two elements have been gathered to be prevalent in their 
exercise of agency: imagined community and investment. Studies by Arkoudis and Love (2008) and Gu (2008) 
are examples of the former; while Gao et al. (2008) and Pierce (1995) discuss the latter. As an illustration, 
Arkoudis and Love (2008) found that the lack of use of English among students in a Mathematics class was 
due to their ‘imagined community’ because they foresaw that English would not be totally important in their 
future. In other words, they visualized that English would be secondary when they pursued their future 
endeavors in Mathematics, thus there was little need for them to be speaking the language. And on the element 
of investment, a study by Gao et al. (2008) is a good example. It is about Chinese students from Mainland 
China studying in a Hong Kong university setting up a group to practice and use English to upgrade their 
command of the language. The first writer, who was also one of the participants, revealed the effort put in and 
the time spent in pursuing their goal in being competent in the language. The effort and time are considered 
the ‘investments’ put in. 

Furthermore, a qualitative study in LLS reported by Oxford et al. in Oxford (2011a) discovers that the student’s 
lack of ability to handle second language learning crisis is due to among others, lack of ‘investment’. As 
discussed above, ‘investment’ is an element related to agency. Hence, this suggests that the notion of agency 
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can be utilized to explain the choice and usage of LLS. 

In encapsulation, using the definition by Bandura (2001; 2005; 2006) that posits personal human agency, the 
notion of agency can be seen in both fields discussed earlier. In fact, the studies cited show the existence of 
connection between agency and issues on ISs; and agency in LLS.  Thus, agency is one of the aspects that 
differentiate the individual’s English language learning experiences in this study. 

4. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Espousing from the four theories/model of ELT by Kolb, SLA Model by Ellis, SCT by Vygotsky and Social 
cognitive Theory by Bandura; and the themes discussed above, the conceptual framework illustrates the 
relationship among the notions of hybrid environment, agency, out-of-class language learning strategies and 
acculturation strategies. This part begins with a discussion on the smaller elements in each notion and then 
proceeds to establish the connections that exist among the notions. Both the notions and the connections are 
visualised in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2 : Conceptual Framework 

With the aim to explore the English language learning experiences of ISs, and looking through the lenses of 
the ELT, SCT and Social cognitive Theory; the integration of mind, body and environment happens in the 
process of learning. Thus, the big picture here is the environment.  ‘Environment’ in this study encompasses 
Malaysia as the place of study and a Malaysian public university as the institution. Both Malaysia and the 
institution provide a hybrid environment for international students where ESL meets EFL. Furthermore, being 
in an institution, the environment involves aspects like the academic conventions, the classroom culture, and 
the activities in the institution, the lecturers and the peers. 

With the importance of environment established as the backdrop of the study, the discussion moves on to the 
process of language learning. In illuminating this, the SLA Model is adapted. There are three sets in the 
process. The first set is individual differences which in this conceptual framework are made up of personal 
human agency as advocated by Bandura (2001, 2005) in his Social cognitive Theory. The exploration of human 
agency involves knowing the person’s motivation, goals in the learning process and one’s will to adapt to the 
new environment – to use all resources in achieving the goals.  

The second set is as specified in the original model by Ellis in 1994. This study also uses LLS as the bridge in 
learning. However, the focus is on one type of strategy – out-of-class language learning strategies. It is 
significant as to illustrate the influence of the hybrid environment on the strategies chosen.  

The third set in the adapted model is the acculturation strategies. Acculturation is an inevitable process for 
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international students as they try to adapt to the new environment. However, each goes through acculturation 
differently. This set lists four (4) acculturation strategies that might be embraced by the students at the end of 
this study. They are integration, assimilation, separation and marginalization.  

The notions in the conceptual framework are meaningless without the elucidation of how they are connected. 
Referring to Figure 2, firstly, it is clear that the process of learning for the international students occurs in the 
hybrid environment as the three sets of dimensions are located in the big oval representing the environment. 
This also portrays the influence of setting on the language learning process of ISs. Secondly, arrow A indicates 
the relationship between individual personal agency and the strategies used. Then, arrow B shows the 
connection between the out-of-class strategies used and the acculturation strategies that the students adopt. 
This is seen in the maintenance and/or rejection of the old (in home country) and new (in Malaysia) language 
learning strategies.  Lastly, the study is also interested in exploring the two-way relationship between the 
acculturation strategies and the two notions: language learning strategies and agency (shown by arrow C). 
This is to be done by narrating the process undergone by students who have used different acculturation 
strategies and this serves as the answer to fulfill the purpose of exploring how ISs experience English language 
learning in a hybrid environment. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The conceptual framework presented in this article is an initial but crucial part of a bigger research. This article 
has emphasised the tenets from four theories/ model that underpin the study and discussed the major themes 
of language learning strategies (LLS) and international students (ISs) with their peripheral aspects of hybrid 
environment, acculturation and agency. The deliberation of both the theories and themes has highlighted the 
four notions (hybrid environment, agency, out-of-class language learning strategies and acculturation 
strategies) that become the pillars of the conceptual framework in exploring the English language learning 
experiences of international students in Malaysia. 
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