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This study is an attempt to resolve the contradictory findings concerning the relationship
between learners’ English language learning strategies and their academic subject areas.
A two-phased mixed-methods research approach, consisting of a questionnaire and a semi-
structured interview, was adopted for the study. 250 students speaking English as a second
language and studying five different subject areas at various London universities responded
to a questionnaire on the English language learning strategies they used. The results showed
that the preference for learning strategies differed significantly between students of different
subject areas. Whilst cognitive strategies were reported to be the most commonly used ones
by medicine and finance students, metacognitive, memory-related and social strategies were
mostly used by law, music and social science students respectively. The least common set of
strategies reported to be used by law and finance students was affective strategies, whereas
compensatory, cognitive and metacognitive strategies were the least used ones by medicine,
music and social science students in turn. A semi-structured interview was conducted with 10
of the participants to disclose the reasons behind these learners’ choices of learning strategies
and the contributory factors which might influence their choices. The results showed that the
participants attributed their choices to factors such as the nature of their academic exposure,
of their academic instructions, their learning styles, their motivations and their domestic
backgrounds. The pedagogical and research significance of the study are described in the
concluding remarks.

Keywords: academic subject areas, English language learning strategies, self-regulation,
interaction, motivation, domestic background
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London hosts anincreasing number of international
students with each passing year and may be considered
to be amongst the most sought-after academic cities
in the world. In 2016, the United Kingdom hosted
2,280,830 international students, 38% of whom were
studying at London universities, and all of whom
spoke English as a Second Language (HESA, 2016). In
addition to having spent a considerable amount of time
studying their primary academic fields, these learners
have also expended time and effort into learning

English as a second language, and will continue to
do so during the course of their higher education in
London. Therefore, even mere conjecture would dictate
that during this time they are likely to acquire and
assimilate specific strategies applicable to learning
their primary academic field, the English language
or indeed both. If we are to accept this premise, the
need for this research becomes quite evident, i.e. if
strategies, as opposed to styles, are learnable (Oxford,
2003) and different learners seem to learn differently,
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it will prompt investigating whether there is any
relationship between a learner’s primary academic
field and her/his English language learning strategies,
and if affirmative, why this relationship occurs. The
authors of the current study are certainly not the first
researchers to have stumbled upon the above issues.
Similar questions have been posed by researchers in
Malaysia (Muniandy and Shuib, 2016), Iran (Sahragard
et al., 2014), Taiwan (Tuan, 2011), China (Li and Qin,
2006) and the United States of America (Gresham,
2007) as well. The following paragraphs provide a brief
overview of the key studies and literature in this field.
Ever since the concept of learning strategies was
first brought into linguistic focus by Rubin (1975),
many have tried to define it. However, the most
widely accepted definition and classification are those
proposed by O’Malley and Chamot (1990), “Learning
strategies are the special thoughts and behaviours
that individuals use to help them comprehend, learn
or retain new information” (p. 3). Although there have
been a considerable number of proposed definitions
and scales, many argue that Rebecca Oxford’s ‘Strategy
Inventory of Language Learning (SILL)’ (Oxford,
2003)is still the most comprehensive and widely-
implemented questionnaire available at present
(Chang, 2011). Figure 1 succinctly depicts Oxford’s
classification of language learning strategies (1990):
Oxford (2011) also aptly provides a theoretical
underpinning for language learning strategies by
linking this concept to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory.
Oxford argues that as the objective of strategy training
is to help the learner to move from dependence to

Figure 1. Oxford’s classification of language learning strategies

independence in their language learning, this training
indeed scaffolds the learner to move through their
Zone of Proximal Development, from other-regulation
to self-regulation where the learner is metacognitively,
motivationally, and behaviourally autonomous.
Zimmerman (1990) highlights that self-regulated
learners use their learning strategies in a systematic
way and are in control of the learning process:

Undoubtedly, all learners use regulatory
processes to some degree, but self-regulated
learners are distinguished by (a) their
awareness of strategic relations between
regulatory processes or responses and learning
outcomes and (b) their use of these strategies
to achieve their academic goals (p. 5).

Being the term under investigation in this study,
it is fitting to address studies conducted with respect
to language learning strategies and academic subject
areas in the past. The outcomes of the studies have
provided a variety of contrasting results. A few studies
have found a strong and significant link between
the preferred language learning strategies employed
by learners in relation to their primary academic
field (Dreyer and Oxford, 1996; Psaltou-Joycey and
Kantaridou, 2011; Walters, 2006; Li and Qin, 2006;
Gresham, 2007), whereas Tuan (2011) and Sahragard
et al. (2014) found a positive but weak link between
the two variables. In contrast, McMullen (2009) and
Isemonger and Sheppard (2003) found no correlation
between a language learner’s academic field and

(Oxford, 1990).
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choice of language learning strategies.

A similar study conducted by Sahragard et al.in Iran
probably comprises the largest sample to date, with
376 participating students. While they enlisted a large
number of participants, they too used a single research
tool, viz. Oxford’s Strategy Inventory for Language
Learning (SILL). Sahragard et al. (2014) advised future
researchers to fill in the lacunae left by their study:

Future studies utilizing other data collection
methods such as interviews and think-aloud
protocols may produce more precise results
through data triangulation... Further studies
investigating the relationship between the
field of study and language learning strategies
and styles in other EFL and ESL contexts would
contribute to the illumination of this area of
study (p. 267).

Elsewhere in their article, Sahragard et al. (2014)
again echo the need for more studies in this domain
by stating that:

Extensive research into students’ learning
styles and strategies in different fields of study
seems necessary. In recent years, language
learning strategies and styles have been
studied in relation to a number of variables in
various contexts. However, thus far, few studies
have examined this relationship (p. 270).

After careful consideration of the existing studies
in the field, two points of interest stand out: First, a
majority of the existing studies are quantitative in
nature and very few investigate the factors contributing
to the possible relationship between academic fields
and language learning strategies. Second, the studies
themselves are few and far between. While some
researchers have investigated this relationship, they
have also unanimously called for more research in
this sphere, as evidenced by Sahragard et al. (2014)
in the preceding paragraph. More recently, Muniandy
and Shuib (2016) have endorsed and reiterated this
necessity:

Weadviselargersamplebeusedinfuturestudies
which may be able to provide optimal findings
in this area. Besides, this study only focuses on
the data obtained from questionnaire — thus
it limits the participants’ responses. In future,
interviews should be conducted, to obtain a
more in-depth understanding of language
learning strategies (p. 16).

Therefore, the primary objective of this research is

to find any possible relationship between university
students’ subject areas and the types of English
language learning strategies they use. The above
objective, which is tackled by adopting a quantitative
approach, is in fact an attempt to contribute modestly
to resolving the contradictory findings concerning the
relationship between language learning strategies and
academic subject areas. In addition, as a secondary
objective, by adopting a qualitative approach, which
has not been applied adequately in previous studies
of this topic, this research contributes to digging out
the reasons behind these learners’ choices of learning
strategies and the contributory factors which may
influence their choices. To address these objectives,
the following research questions are formulated:

1. Is there any relationship between a learner’s
primary academic field and her/his English
language learning strategies?

2. If yes, why does this occur?

To the above end, the following null hypothesis is
put forward: There are not any significant relationships
between a learner’s primary academic field and her/
his English language learning strategies.

Method
Participants

In this study a stratified opportunistic sampling
was adopted to select participants, i.e. students
attending London universities and studying either
medicine, law, finance, music or social sciences were
invited to volunteer into the study. A total of 250
students (117 males and 133 females) were recruited
and divided into five equal groups of fifty students
each, based on their academic major at a university
in London. Finally, the participants were between 18
and 60 years of age, living in London at the time the
study was conducted and spoke English as a second
language (see Table 1 and 2 for further demographic
information). 10 students (6 females and 4 males), two
from each subject area, agreed to take part in a semi-
structured interview. Their age range was from 19 to
28. They spoke different L1s and were from various
nationalities (see Table 1 and 2 for further demographic
information). Meticulous care was taken to ensure
that written and informed consent was obtained from
all the participants of the study. The following section
describes and analyses the data so gathered.

Materials
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Table 1

Questionnaire participants’ descriptive statistics

The research tools used in this study were a
questionnaire on a 5-point Likert scale and a semi-

N % structured interview. The questionnaire was a
Male 117 16.8% modified and combined version of Oxford’s Strategy
Gender Female 133 5399 Invento_ry for Langugge Learning (SILL) (Qxford, 1996)
and Griffths’ English Language Learning Strategy
Subject Finance 50 20.0% Inventory (ELLSI) (Griffiths, 2013). The results of the
Law 50 20.0% questionnaire data were analysed by applying a one-
Medicine 50 20.0% way ANOVA. Afterwards, a semi-structured interview
Music 50 20.0% was conducted with ten participants individually,
Social Science %0 20.0% covering the 1ea}rner’s _academic and linguistic
background, her/his duration and nature of exposure
Language Hindi 4 13.6% to English, her/his choice of English language learning
Mandarin 33 13.2% strategies, and a comparative inquiry into her/his
Spanish 30 12.0% strategy use in language learning versus university
German 2% 10.4% studies. Once conducted, the interviews were
Japanese 94 0.6% transcribed and analysed using the procedures of the
Polish o 0.6% grounded theory approach (Cohen et. al., 2011).
Arabic 21 8.4% Research Design
Gujarati 13 5.2%
Korean 8 3.2% This study adopted a mixed-methods methodology,
Finnish 6 2.4% which due to its complementary nature, helped
French 6 2.4%
Russian 5 2.0%
Thai 5 2.0%
Italian 4 1.6%
Dutch 3 1.2%
Hungarian 3 1.2%
Portuguese 3 1.2%
Czech 2 .8%
English Years 1-3years 58 23.2%
(grouped) 4-6 years 109 43.6%
7-9 years 83 33.2%
Figure 2. Sequence of data collection and analysis.
Table 2
Demographic information of the interviewees
Participant Age Gender Nationality lea?rlllirr?g(];rrllglgsh st]zi;1 giti%?lg(fm First Language Acade:mic .Field
Number (years) (years) (months) at University
01 26 Male Spanish 6 19 Spanish Medicine
02 26 Male Saudi Arabian 8 18 Arabic Medicine
03 26 Female Polish 7 27 Polish Law
04 28 Female Polish 8 36 Polish Law
05 24 Female Thai 6 24 Thai Finance
06 24 Male Brazilian 7 24 Portuguese Finance
07 21 Female Polish 4 12 Polish Music
08 19 Female French 6 10 French Music
09 22 Male Kuwaiti 9 9 Arabic Social Science
10 26 Female Spanish 5 14 Spanish Social Science
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triangulate the obtained data, thus filling in the
lacunae left behind any one method of investigation.
The sequence of data collection and analysis is
delineated in Figure 2.

Data Analysis

Before collecting the main study data, the
questionnaire was piloted with 10 participants, similar
to those taking part in the main study questionnaire,
two of whom also participated in a pilot interview.
These enabled the researchers to refine the research
tools, making them more rigorous and thus improving
the validity and reliability of resultant data (Crossman,
2017). For example, in the questionnaire, one of the
items was initially phrased as “repetition helps me
remember” and two of the pilot study respondents
claimed that they were not sure whether that included
written or oral repetition. The item was later reframed
to as “I say or write new English words several times
to remember them”. Additionally, some items were
added when they were found to be a strategy that many
considered important, although they did not feature
in Oxford’s original Strategy Inventory for Language
Learning (SILL). For example, an item as “I watch
English language television or movies to improve my
English language” was added after realising four of the
pilot study respondents used it as an integral language
learning strategy. After collecting the main study data,
the results of the questionnaire data were analysed by
carrying out a one-way ANOVA (see the section below
for the analysis).

With respect to the interview-guide, a pilot study
was conducted with two participants, similar to those
taking part in the main study interview. Consequently,
questions such as “Do you enjoy studying English?”
or “What makes studying your subject at university
rewarding?” had to be discarded because they failed to
elicit any relevant data. They were reframed to extract
more relevant information with minimal speaking on
the interviewer’s part. For example, three questions,
viz., “Do you create a schedule for examinations?”,
“How do you plan your schedule for examinations?”
and “What additional requirements do you have during
examinations?” were amalgamated into one question,
“What are the strategies that work best for you when
preparing for an examination? And why do they work
for you?” (see the section below for the analysis).

In addition to the pilot study, the methodological
triangulation adopted here through the application of
a mixed methods approach bridged issues of reliability
and validity too (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 266).

Results

ANOVA

Concerning the results of the questionnaire, to
compare the preferred English language learning
strategies by academic fields, a one-way ANOVA was
performed with mean scores for each strategy serving
as dependent variables and academic fields serving
as the comparison group variable (see Table 3). One
of the assumptions of ANOVA is the homogeneity
of variances. Therefore, Levene’s test of equality of
variance was calculated for each of the dependent
variables (Glass, 1966). The results indicated that this
assumption holds true for the given sample, and thus
a robust version of ANOVA — a Welch test was used
(Tomarken and Serlin, 1986).

Table 3
ANOVA results
F Df p-value

Cognitive learning strategies 2.513 (4, 245) .045
Metacognitive learning strategies 2.850 (4,245) .038
Memory-related learning strategies  2.563 (4, 245) .044
Compensatory learning strategies 0.925 (4, 245) 450
Affective learning strategies 0.480 (4, 245) .750
Social learning strategies 2.839  (4,245) .026

The results of the ANOVA showed that the
preference for cognitive (0.045), metacognitive (0.038),
memory-related (0.044) and social (0.026) learning
strategies differs significantly (with p < 0.05) between
students of different academic fields. In addition, the
most common and least common set of strategies used
by students of different academic fields also varied
considerably (see Table 4).

Table 4
Most common and least common set of strategies used
by students

Most commonly
used strategy

Least commonly

Academic field used strategy

Medicine Cognitive Compensatory

Law Metacognitive Affective

Finance Cognitive Affective

Music Memory-related Cognitive

Social Science Social Metacognitive
Grounded Theory

Uponconsideringtheinterviewdata,afewstrategies
stand out as being useful to both the participants’
respective academic fields as well as their journey
through learning English as a second language. These
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strategies, which are in fact the selective codes, which
in turn are the results of applying the procedures of
grounded theory to the analysis of the interview data,
are presented below:

1. Securing information from a variety of
sources and grouping similar items together.
Applying logic and reasoning to organise
material in the best way.

Learning by doing.

Interacting with people.

Evaluating one’s own progress.

Managing oneself in academic, social and
emotional contexts.

N

A

In addition, the differences in strategy use between
the two domains, i.e. academic fields at university and
English as a Second Language, were also evaluated and
are tabulated in Table 5:

However, this was purely the researchers’
interpretation of findings and could be subject to
a certain degree of subjectivity. Concerning our
qualitative data and analysis, we are aware that:

Qualitative research, while rigorous, inherently
works with data that is subjective and contextual,
which places limits on the extent to which findings
can be generalised. To put it another way, the degree

Table 5
Differences in strategy use between two domains

of the generalisability of the research findings might
be one of the limitations of my study (Nazari, 2017, p.
114).

Discussion

The aim of this study was to identify significant
differences, if any, between the selection and use of
English language learning strategies between students
of different academic fields, and the reasons for
their existence. This depends upon the areas where
statistically significant deviations in terms of strategy
preference amongst the five fields were noted.

Sourcing Information:

A majority of students studying medicine, law and
finance sought books and newspapers as the primary
source of new information. Both interviewees studying
medicine preferred standardised sources of English
such as the Oxford English Dictionary and Thesaurus.
In contrast, the students of music and social science
preferred watching television or movies with subtitles
to acquire new linguistic information. They seemed to
attribute this preference to the passive and repeatable
nature of learning that media-based sources afford.
This thought is echoed by Celce-Murcia and McIntosh
(1991) who believe that audio-visual modes of
instructions are beneficial because they enable

No. Learning Strategy

Academic Field

Second Language (English)

Defining end-points/ goals.

2. Practising skills before applying them.

3. Motivation to continue learning.
4. Sources of new information.
5 Progression from learning to

interaction.

Estimating the stages of learning and
the time required to learn.

Logical progression and learning
concepts.

8. Effects of stress.

Predominantly objective with well-
defined boundaries: Standardised exams
designed by the university. Distribution
of marks and grades on a systematic
scale.

More feasible, since there are well-
defined models and step-wise guidelines
to proceed i.e. theory a practice.
Predominantly instrumental: to achieve
one’s academic/ professional goals.

Primarily books, academic publications
and newspapers.

There usually exists a preference
towards learning by oneself and then
discussing with a group/ others.

Usually, there is a definite point where
one begins and ends, along with a
specified time frame.

Generally a concept is learnt in theory
and then it is applied to a practical
situation.

Stress can motivate and often improves
performance or, less often, hinders
productivity.

Predominantly subjective and
ambiguous:

A feeling of possessing sufficient
knowledge, so as to navigate effortlessly
through conversations.

Less feasible, since one must attain a
level of confidence to speak to others in
the second language.

Predominantly integrative: to eventually
merge into the target society.

A wider range of sources, such as various
types of media and entertainment in
addition to books and newspapers.

The general preference is to interact
with others first and reflect upon the
interaction by oneself at a later date.
Very subjective, as each person begins
with a different level of ability and takes
different amounts of time to achieve the
same degree of proficiency.

A significant part of learning is
contextually based in different
situations and learnt by direct exposure
to the practical uses of the language.

Stress usually hinders communication
and diminishes output.

63



AHMAD NAZARI, TANVI WARTY

students to learn the language at their own pace and
with as much repetition as required.

Logic and reasoning

The students of medicine and finance subscribed to
the practice of identifying patterns in new information
and creating condensed summaries. It may be
interesting to note that both students of finance and
one of medicine and one of law, attributed the use of
this strategy as stemming from the requirements of
their respective academic fields at university. These
findings are in agreement with those of Peacock and
Ho et al. (2003), Prakongchati (2007) and Sahragard et
al. (2014), who identified a similar causal link.

Retention of information

Both music and law students showed a preference
towards using memory-related strategies to retain new
lexis; however, their approaches differed. Students of
music preferred writing or speaking out loud while
the students of law preferred creating acronyms and
lists to better retain factual data. Another difference
that emerged from the interviews is that the cohort
of students studying music claimed that they found
acquiring new lexis by means of listening to be easier
than reading long texts, which they found tedious
and boring. This general consensus was reversed in
the cohort of students studying law. One possible
explanation for this may be found in the studies
conducted by Ho et al. (2003) and Franklin et al.
(2008), which concluded that individuals exposed to
training in music at or before the age of 12 were better
equipped to retain verbal memory than their peers.

Theory and practice

The students of medicine and social science
expressed a preference towards the former, while
those studying music, law and finance appeared to
prefer the latter. The former group appears to prefer a
step-wise and guided progression from understanding
the subject in theory and practising it in a controlled
environment, followed by employing it in the real
world. This may reflect the corresponding academic
curricula at university level, which are so designed
that episteme precedes phronesis, i.e. mastery of
theoretical knowledge precedes practical application
(Korthagen et al., 2001). In comparison, the latter
seems to adopt a radically different and immersive
approach, by first dealing with the practical aspect of
communication, and then attempting to make sense of
the learnt behaviour.

Degree of interaction

While the students of social science and finance
appeared to be the most frequent users of social
strategies while learning English, their sources of
information and context seemed to differ considerably.
The students of finance preferred to interact with
native speakers of English and used them as models
from which they could acquire lexical chunks and learn
‘correct’ pronunciation. Kachru (1996) is in partial
agreement with this opinion and states that native
speakers have a certain “Sprachgefiihl” (intuitive
feeling for the natural use of a language), which
allows them to instinctively select the most fitting
expression in a given context. However, Long (1991)
argues the case for non-native conversation partners
and claims that they are often more understanding
than native speakers. Additionally, students of social
science showed a genuine interest in learning about
British cultures. A recent study conducted in Saudi
Arabia found a similar correlation between students of
social science and a focus on the target culture (Al-
Hebaishi, 2012). Surprisingly, there was no significant
correlation found between social language learning
strategies and students of medicine and law. This
runs counter to our expectations, since these are
fields which, one would assume, require a substantial
amount of interaction.

Linguistic monitoring

The most common set of English language learning
strategies used by law students was metacognitive.
This suggests that they examined their own progress
and learning processes more frequently and perhaps
more in depth, than others. This could be due to the
fact that part of the ideal curriculum for students
of law in London includes lessons on strategy
development and assessing progress (Wangerin, 1987;
Boyle, 2003). In comparison, students of social science
seemed to favour paying attention to others while they
spoke English, so as to learn from them. This mirrors
the findings of Sahragard et al. (2014), whose study
concluded that students of predominantly positivist
sciences such as biology and engineering used
metacognitive strategies more often than students of
social science.

Personal temperament

The students of medicine and music showed
markedly different responses to language-related
stress. Interviewees from the field of medicine
admitted to having dealt with highly stressful
academic situations in the past and therefore seemed
to have an armamentarium of strategies already in
place to deal with it. Two strategies isolated from the
interviews were as follows: a temporary change of
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activity such as taking a walk; and talking to a friend/
family member, preferably in their first language.
In comparison, the students of music declared that
they were most stressed during exams, where they
were under scrutiny, which only led them to commit
more mistakes than usual. Although this study shows
similar quantitative results to findings of Barmeyer
(2004), and Earley and Ang (2003), they differed in
one key aspect. While the aforementioned authors
hypothesised that affective strategies were partially
influenced by cultural factors, the present study
examined four culturally distinct interviewees from
the fields of medicine and music i.e. French, Basque,
Saudi Arabian and Catalan, who in spite of their varied
backgrounds shared a similar thought-process. This
leads us to introduce another causal factor which may
alter a learner’s attitudes towards affective strategies,
viz. academic fields.

Having addressed the major differences in strategy
preference amongst the five cohorts, we now examine
the possible causal factors which may influence these
choices.

Previous academic exposure.

The average number of years spent learning English
in descending order of cohorts were finance (6.34),
social science (6.22), law (5.98), medicine (5.50), and
music (2.96). Also, the average number of strategies
employed by the students of the five academic fields
under consideration was finance (38.12), medicine
(37.96), law (37.12), social science (35.90) and music
(30.84). It is evident that students of finance topped
both scales while the students of medicine were near
the bottom of the first scale but rather high up on
the second. The general assumption would be that
the longer time a person has spent in academia, the
more time he/she has at his/her disposal to acquire
new and varied learning strategies. We find here a
discrepancy in the field of medicine, which leads us to
question the much accepted belief that the more time
one spends studying a subject, the better one gets at
it. An examination of literature found contradictory
results in similar studies conducted by Peacock (2001),
Melton (1990) and Reid (1987). An attempt to discern a
plausible explanation for our findings revealed that it
is not merely the time spent in academia, but also the
nature of academic exposure and instruction which
seemed to play a pivotal role in dictating strategy
choice.

Nature of academic exposure.
The students of medicine and finance were often

subjected to increased linguistic demands and a
higher number of deadlines as compared to those of

music. The two former cohorts of students appear to
have undergone rigorous training in order to acquire
a good score on their English proficiency tests, in
addition to preparing themselves for an education
where the language of instruction would be English.
As opposed to this, the music students seemed to
have spent the least amount of time learning English
and did not view it as an integral skill for their future
careers. A similar relationship was proposed by other
researchers between 2001 and 2015, i.e. Wong (2015),
Wong & Nunan (2011) and Peacock (2001).

Nature of instruction.

Law and medicine students, in particular, showed
a preference towards being given pre-designed
materials to study from, probably in an attempt to save
time. They also showed a tendency towards applying
memorisation and rote-learning techniques. This
may be attributed, in part, to the nature of academic
material in their primary academic field. One possible
explanation is that if they fail to find a logical reason or
pattern, they simply accept that they must memorise
the data. Studies conducted in China (Kumaravadivelu,
2003; Cross & Hitchcock, 2007) and Hong Kong (Lee,
1996) also seem to endorse this view.

Learning style preferences.

There are two points worth mentioning here. First,
while the students of social science declared that the
nature of the task would determine whether they
preferred learning by themselves or in a group, law
students found ways and means of dealing with almost
all tasks by themselves. Second, the students of music
and social science were open to experimenting with
strategies which did not necessarily complement their
learning styles, whereas the students of medicine and
law were comparatively inflexible and rigidly stuck
to their preferences. Since learning styles are largely
considered inherent attributes of one’s personality,
they may have led certain individuals, almost naturally,
towards their present career paths. This view is echoed
in the works of Wong (2015) and Muniandy and Shuib
(2014), who propose that although learning styles
may influence choice of academic major, they can
also indirectly influence choice of language learning
strategies.

Competition and motivation.

It appears that most students began learning
English with a primary academic goal in mind, i.e.,
instrumental motivation; however, the more time they
spent living in London, integrative motivation became
more dominant . While Gardner and Lambert (1968)
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may hold their views regarding integrative motivation
being a great driving force, Kumaravadivelu (2008)
and Dornyei (1998) have defended the potential of
instrumental motivation being an equally important
contributor to learning. In addition, medicine and
law students believed that competition was fiercer in
their field, which may explain why students of certain
fields possess more varied English language learning
strategies and a more comprehensive strategy-chain
as compared to others. This could also be regarded as
a wash-back effect of the varying degrees of difficulty
with respect to entrance exams in different academic
fields.

Domestic background.

If we consider Havighurst’s theory of parental
occupation, a considerable number of learning
strategies and career choices may be attributed
to one’s domestic background (Trice et. al., 1995).
Seven-tenths of interviewees in the present study
appear to have chosen a field parallel to that of one
of their parents and claimed that they turned to their
parents for advice on academic and career choices.
Thus, it might be possible that the acquisition of
learning strategies may have begun even before the
student stepped into school, with the parents being
the primary instructors. A study conducted in 1989
determined that children whose parents were medical
doctors were nearly fourteen percent more likely to be
admitted into medical school than comparable non-
followers (Lentz and Laband, 1989). Another pivotal
role that family seems to play is that of responsibility
and support. One of the key motivators, as stated by
6/10 of the interviewees, was the fact that they wanted
to make their parents proud by doing well academically,
whether in ESL learning or in their respective academic
fields at university. Thus, we cannot overlook the
influence of family expectations and sentiments when
we consider the choice of academic fields as also a
desire to acquire an increasing number of English
language learning strategies.

Conclusion

This study has attempted to make a contribution
to the understanding of the relationship between
university students’ academic fields and their English
language learning strategies. It has uncovered a
number of statistically significant differences in
English language learning strategies across five
academic fields and postulated the causes for these
differences, based upon triangulated data. The results,
in fact, clearly showed that the null hypothesis

put forward at the outset of this article was not
supported. Pedagogically, the first implication of this
study pertains to the way in which different English
language training is imparted to students. It could
be beneficial to provide students with an array of
English language learning strategies irrespective of
their primary academic fields, thus enabling them to
make informed linguistic choices as autonomous, self-
regulated learners. The second implication is directed
towards the educators in the field of ESL teaching, who
may be able to structure a tailor-made series of lessons
for cohorts of students having common goals and
academic backgrounds. Finally, the age-old concept of
longer hours spent learning the language equals better
fluency and accuracy needs to be challenged. It would
be advantageous to examine the optimal time required
to achieve language savvy and a sense of comfort
with the language without the learner succumbing to
exhaustion and boredom.

The first limitation of this study would lie in the
nature and quantity of the sample which, while
providing comparable numbers of participants, also
relies upon the interest and voluntariness of the
student population. Thus, the sample, not being
truly randomised, can only account for the opinions
of students who were willing to participate in a
study, and cannot be extrapolated to the student
population in general (Cohen et al., 2011). In addition,
the study was conducted within the confines of the
city of London and, therefore, does not capture the
essence of English language learning strategies
beyond these geographical boundaries. Furthermore,
the shortcomings of self-reported data must also be
considered. Qualitative research tools rely entirely on
the veracity and accuracy of the participants’ claims
with respect to what they prefer and do. This is where
triangulation of data may help in making decisions
regarding the validity of data and its subsequent
interpretations to some extent (Wong and Nunan,
2011). Drawing on the limitations of the study, similar
research in more geographically and culturally diverse
regions could be beneficial to the domain under
investigation. In addition, other possible relationships,
e.g. between learners’ L1 acquisition strategies and
their ESL learning strategies, are other areas worth
researching.
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