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Learner autonomy is a pivotal challenge for 21st-century students. This study 

addresses the critical yet under explored dimension of learner autonomy in 

the context of Mandarin as a foreign language among non-Chinese learners 

in Malaysia. The Malaysian Education Blueprint (MEB 2013-2025) 

emphasizes autonomous language learning, but research on autonomy, 

particularly for non-Chinese Mandarin learners, is scarce. This research gap 

is significant as autonomous learning is a key objective in teaching Mandarin 

as a second or foreign language.  

Drawing on the Social Cognitive Theory and the Self-regulation Model, this 

study investigates the degree of Learner Autonomy (LA) and its relationship 

with the L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) and Language Learning 

Strategies (LLS). A quantitative approach was employed, surveying 600 

Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduate Mandarin learners at a public 
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university. Data collection involved the Autonomous Learning Scale, L2 

Motivational Self System Scale, and Strategy Inventory for Language 

Learning. Statistical analyses included mean, standard deviation, Pearson 

correlation, multiple regression, and mediation analysis using PROCESS 

MICRO 4.1. The study revealed a medium degree of learner autonomy. Both 

L2MSS and LLS significantly influenced Learner Autonomy, with components 

such as Ideal L2 Self (IL2S), L2 Learning Experience (L2LE), and three 

learning strategies—memory, cognitive, and metacognitive—emerging as 

significant predictors. The mediating role of LLS in the relationship between 

L2MSS and LA was confirmed, supporting the Theoretical Model of Self-

Regulation. 

The findings suggest that Mandarin educators in Malaysia should focus on 

enhancing L2MSS components and LLS to foster autonomy among non-

Chinese learners. There is a need to deepen understanding of how LLS 

mediate the relationship between L2MSS and LA, providing a more nuanced 

approach to fostering autonomous language learning. This study contributes 

to the field by highlighting the importance of personal factors in influencing 

autonomous learning and offers practical implications for teaching Mandarin 

to non-Chinese learners in Malaysia.  

Keywords: Learner Autonomy, Language Learning Strategies, L2 
Motivational Self System, Mandarin Learning, Non-Chinese 
 
SDG: GOAL 4: Quality Education 
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Fakulti  :   Bahasa Moden dan Komunikasi 
 
 
Autonomi pelajar merupakan cabaran penting bagi pelajar abad ke-21. 

Kajian ini membincangkan dimensi autonomi pelajar yang kritikal namun 

masih dalam penerokaan, dalam konteks bahasa Mandarin sebagai bahasa 

asing dalam kalangan pelajar bukan Cina di Malaysia. Pelan Pembangunan 

Pendidikan Malaysia (MEB 2013-2025) menekankan pembelajaran bahasa 

autonomi, tetapi penyelidikan mengenai autonomi, terutamanya untuk pelajar 

bukan Cina Mandarin, adalah terhad. Jurang kajian ini ketara kerana 

pembelajaran autonomi merupakan objektif utama dalam pengajaran bahasa 

Mandarin sebagai bahasa kedua atau bahasa asing. 

Berdasarkan Teori Kognitif Sosial dan Model Regulasi Kendiri, kajian ini 

menyiasat tahap autonomi pelajar dan hubungannya dengan Sistem Kendiri 

Motivasi L2 (L2MSS) dan Strategi Pembelajaran Bahasa (LLS).Pendekatan 

kuantitatif telah digunakan, untuk meninjau 600 pelajar Malaysia bukan Cina 
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yang mempelajari bahasa Mandarin di universiti awam.Pengumpulan data 

melibatkan Skala Pembelajaran Autonomi, Skala Sistem Kendiri Motivasi L2, 

dan Inventori Strategi untuk Pembelajaran Bahasa.Analisis statistik termasuk 

min, sisihan piawai, korelasi Pearson, regresi berganda, dan analisis 

pengantaraan menggunakan PROSES MICRO 4.1. Kajian ini mendedahkan 

tahap autonomi pelajar yang sederhana. Kedua-dua L2MSS dan LLS 

mempengaruhi autonomi pelajar dengan ketara, dengan komponen seperti 

Ideal L2 Self (IL2S), L2 Learning Experience (L2LE) dan tiga strategi 

pembelajaran —ingatan, kognitif dan metakognitif—muncul sebagai peramal 

penting.Peranan pengantara LLS dalam hubungan antara L2MSS dan LA 

telah disahkan, menyokong Model Teori Peraturan Kendiri. 

Penemuan menunjukkan bahawa pendidik bahasa Mandarin di Malaysia 

harus menumpukan pada peningkatan komponen L2MSS dan LLS untuk 

memupuk autonomi dalam kalangan pelajar bukan Cina.Terdapat keperluan 

untuk memperdalam pemahaman tentang cara LLS mengantara hubungan 

antara L2MSS dan LA, menyediakan pendekatan yang lebih bernuansa 

untuk memupuk pembelajaran bahasa autonomi.Kajian ini menyumbang 

kepada bidang tersebut dengan menonjolkan kepentingan faktor peribadi 

dalam mempengaruhi pembelajaran autonomi dan menawarkan implikasi 

praktikal untuk mengajar bahasa Mandarin kepada pelajar bukan Cina di 

Malaysia. 

Kata Kunci: Autonomi Pelajar, Pembelajaran Bahasa Mandarin, Pelajar 
Bukan Cina, Sistem Kendiri Motivasi L2, Strategi Pembelajaran Bahasa,  
 
SDG: MATLAMAT 4: Pendidikan Berkualiti  



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
 

The completion of this piece of research work has been made possible due 

to the trust and dedication of dozens of people. Here, I sincerely appreciate, 

from the depths of my heart, each of them whom I have encountered in this 

journey. 

First, I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to my beloved 

supervisors. Special appreciation goes to my supervisor, Dr. Ng Chwee 

Fang, for providing me with a great deal of assistance during my PhD 

journey, as well as for giving me professional advice and full support when I 

needed it the most. I would also like to extend my sincerest gratitude to Prof. 

Azidan and Dr. Ilyana for their invaluable input and professional guidance in 

improving my dissertation. In addition, I would like to express my 

appreciation for the enthusiastic and professional Prof. Hiang Loon Low from 

UiTM, as well as the respondents who facilitated me by completing the 

questionnaires. Hereby, I sincerely appreciate all your support and help with 

my research from the bottom of my heart. 

I would like to express my deepest appreciation to my dear family for their 

unwavering love and encouragement throughout my PhD journey. In 

particular, I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to my husband for his 

endless support, tolerance, understanding, and dedication. Meanwhile, I 

would like to express my sincere gratitude to the leaders of Xianyang Normal 

University, where I am employed. I am grateful to them for creating a 

platform and providing me with an opportunity to enhance myself. 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
vi 

In short, I am sincerely grateful to everyone who has helped and contributed 

to my academic journey. Above all, I am extremely thankful to be living in 

such a wonderful era, where I have the opportunity to meet a group of 

amazing people and engage in meaningful activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
viii 

This thesis was submitted to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia and has 
been accepted as fulfilment of the requirement for the degree of Doctor of 
Philosophy. The members of the Supervisory Committee were as follows: 
 
 
Ng Chwee Fang, PhD  
Senior Lecturer 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
(Chairman) 
 
Mohd Azidan bin Abdul Jabar, PhD  
Professor 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
(Member) 
 
Ilyana binti Jalaluddin, PhD  
Senior Lecturer 
Faculty of Modern Languages and Communication 
Universiti Putra Malaysia  
(Member) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ZALILAH MOHD SHARIFF, PhD  
Professor and Dean  
School of Graduate Studies  
Universiti Putra Malaysia 
 
Date: 7 November 2024 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

                                                                                                                                                          
Page 

 
ABSTRACT      i 
ABSTRAK iii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS v 
APPROVAL vii 
DECLARATION ix 
LIST OF TABLES                                                                                                        xv 
LIST OF FIGURES                                                                                                     xvii 
LIST OF APPENDICES xviii 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS xix 
  
CHAPTER 
 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 1 

1.1 Introduction 1 
1.2 Background of the Study 1 

1.2.1 Overview of Mandarin as a Second/Foreign 
Language in Malaysia 3 

1.2.2 Overview of Relevant Constructs in the Study 6 
1.3 Problem Statement 8 

1.4 Research Objectives 13 
1.5 Research Questions and Hypotheses 14 

1.6 Theoretical Framework of the Study 17 
1.6.1 The Social Cognitive Theory 17 

1.6.2 The Model of Self-Regulation Learning 18 
1.7 Conceptual Framework of the Study 26 

1.8 Scope of the Study 28 
1.9 Significance of the Study 29 

1.10 Definition of Terminology 30 
1.11 Summary 33 

 
2 LITERATURE REVIEW 35 

2.1 Introduction 35 
2.2 The Learner Autonomy 35 

2.2.1 Conceptual Connotation of Learner 
Autonomy 35 

2.2.2 Characteristics of Learner Autonomy 38 
2.2.3 Learner Autonomy and Cultural Adaptation 40 

2.2.4 Readiness for Learner Autonomy 42 
2.2.5 Studies on Readiness for Learner Autonomy 

in Second Language Learning 44 
2.2.6 Learner Autonomy in Mandarin as a Second 

Language/Foreign Language (MSL/MFL) 49 
2.2.7 Learner Autonomy for Mandarin as a Foreign 

Language (MFL) in Malaysia 53 
2.3 Factors in Developing Learner Autonomy 56 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xii 

2.4 Learning Motivation 57 
2.4.1 Conceptual Connotation of Learning 

Motivation 57 
2.4.2 Second Language Motivational Self-System 59 

2.4.3 Second Language Motivational Self System 
in Second Language Learning 62 

2.4.4 Second Language Motivational Self System 
in Mandarin as a Second Language/Foreign 
Language 66 

2.4.5 Second Language Motivational Self System 
in Mandarin as a Second Language/Foreign 
Language in Malaysia 69 

2.5 Language Learning Strategies 72 
2.5.1 Conceptual Connotation of Language 

Learning Strategies 72 
2.5.2 Classification of Language Learning 

Strategies 74 
2.5.3 Language Learning Strategies in Mandarin as 

a Second Language/Foreign Language 76 
2.5.4 Language Learning Strategies in Mandarin as 

a Second Language/Foreign Language in 
Malaysia in Malaysia 80 

2.6 Relationship between Second Language Motivational 
Self System and Learner Autonomy 83 

2.7 The Relationship between Language Learning 
Strategies and Learner Autonomy 87 

2.8 The Relationship between Second Language 
Motivational Self System and Language Learning 
Strategies 91 

2.9 Language Learning Strategies as Mediating 
Variables 95 

2.10 Gaps Bridged in this Study 96 

2.11 Summary 98 
 

3 METHODOLOGY 100 
3.1 Introduction 100 

3.2 Research Design 100 
3.3 Population Sampling Method 102 

3.3.1 Population 102 
3.3.2 Sample Size 103 

3.3.3 Sampling Procedure 106 
3.4 Research Instruments 107 

3.4.1 The Demographic Section 108 
3.4.2 Learner Autonomy Scale 108 

3.4.3 L2 Motivational Self System Scale 109 
3.4.4 The Strategy Inventory for Language 

Learning 110 
3.5 Validity and Reliability of Instruments 111 

3.5.1 Validity of Instruments 111 
3.5.2 Reliability of Instruments 112 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xiii 

3.6 Pilot Study 112 
3.7 Data Collection 116 

3.8 Exploratory Data Analysis 117 
3.9 Data Analysis 122 

3.10 Summary 128 
 

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 129 
4.1 Introduction 129 

4.2 Demographic Profile 129 
4.3 The Degree of Learner Autonomy, the Level of 

Second Language Motivational Self System,and the 
Use of Language Learning Strategies 131 

4.3.1 The Degree of Learner Autonomy 132 
4.3.2 The Level of Second Language Motivational 

Self-System 139 
4.3.3 The Use of Language Learning Strategies 145 

4.4 The Relationship between Second Language 
Motivational Self System and Learner Autonomy 155 

4.4.1 The Relationship between Second Language 
Motivational Self System and Learner 
Autonomy 156 

4.5 The Relationship between the Use of Language 
Learning Strategies and Learner Autonomy 158 

4.6 The Relationship between Second Language 
Motivational Self System and Language Learning 
Strategies 159 

4.7 The Influence of Second Language Motivational Self 
System and Language Learning Strategies on 
Learner 161 

4.8 Mediation Analysis 166 

4.8.1 The Mediation Test of Language Learning 
Strategies on the Relationship between Ideal 
L2 Self and Learner Autonomy 169 

4.8.2 The Mediation Test of Language Learning 
Strategies on the Relationship between 
Ought to L2 Self and Learner Autonomy 173 

4.8.3 The Mediation Test of Language Learning 
Strategies on the Relationship between L2 
Learning Experience and Learner Autonomy 176 

4.9 Discussion 179 

4.9.1 Discussion on the Degree of Learner 
Autonomy, the Level of Second Language 
Motivational Self System and the Use of 
Language Learning Strategies 180 

4.9.2 Discussion on the Relationship between 
L2MSS and Learner Autonomy 187 

4.9.3 Discussion on the Relationship between LLS 
and Learner Autonomy 188 

4.9.4 Discussion on the Relationship between 
L2MSS and LLS 190 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xiv 

4.9.5 Discussion on Predictors of Learner 
Autonomy 191 

4.9.6 Discussion on the Mediation Role of LLS in 
the Relationship between L2MSS and LA 195 

4.10 Summary 199 
 

5 SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 200 

5.1 Introduction 200 
5.2 Summary of Research 200 

5.3 Key Findings of the Study 202 
5.3.1 The Degree of Learner Autonomy, the Level 

of L2MSS, and the Use of Language 
Learning Strategies among Malaysian Non-
Chinese Undergraduates in Mandarin 
Learning 202 

5.3.2 Relationships among Second Language 
Motivational Self System, Language Learning 
Strategies and Learner Autonomy among 
Malaysian Non-Chinese Undergraduates in 
Mandarin Learning 204 

5.3.3 Predictors of Learner Autonomy among 
Malaysian Non-Chinese Undergraduates in 
Mandarin Learning 205 

5.3.4 Mediating Role of Language Learning 
Strategies on the Relationship between 
Second Language Motivational Self System 
and Learner Autonomy among Malaysian 
Non-Chinese Undergraduates in Mandarin 
Learning 206 

5.4 Implications of the Study 207 
5.4.1 Pedagogical Implications 207 

5.4.2 Theoretical Implications 209 
5.5 Contributions of the Study 211 

5.6 Limitations and Recommendations for Future 
Research 213 

5.7 Conclusion 215 
 

REFERENCES 216 
APPENDICES 244 

BIODATA OF STUDENT 268 
LIST OF PUBLICATIONS 269 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xv 

LIST OF TABLES 
 
 

Table                       Page 
 
3.1 Amendments Made to the Statements of the Items 114 

3.2  Cronbach’s Alpha Values for L2MSS 115 

3.3  Cronbach’s Alpha Values for LLS 115 

3.4  Cronbach’s Alpha Values for LA 115 

3.5  Results of the Normality Test 118 

3.6  Results of the Outlier Test 120 

3.7  Summary of the Data Analysis 127 

4.1  Demographic Variables (n=600) 130 

4.2  Level of Mean Score 132 

4.3  The Degree of LA among Malaysian Non-Chinese Mandarin 
Learners 133 

4.4  Descriptive Statistics for Responsibility 134 

4.5  Descriptive Statistics for Ability 136 

4.6  Descriptive Statistics for Activity 139 

4.7 Descriptive Statistics of L2MSS 140 

4.8  Descriptive Statistics for IL2S 142 

4.9  Descriptive Statistics for OL2S 143 

4.10 Descriptive Statistics for L2LE 145 

4.11 The Use of Language Learning Strategies 145 

4.12  Descriptive Statistics for the Use of Memory Strategy 148 

4.13  Descriptive Statistics for the Use of Cognitive Strategy 149 

4.14  Descriptive Statistics for the Use of Compensation Strategy 150 

4.15  Descriptive Statistics for the Use of Metacognitive Strategy 152 

4.16  Descriptive Statistics for the Use of Affective Strategy 153 

4.17 Descriptive Statistics for the Use of Social Strategy 155 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xvi 

4.18  Criteria for the Strength of Relationship between Two 
Variables 156 

4.19  The Relationship between L2MSS and Learner Autonomy 156 

4.20  The Relationship between Learner Autonomy and Use of 
LLS 159 

4.21  The Relationship between L2MSS and the Use of LLS 161 

4.22  Model Summary 163 

4.23  Results of ANOVA 164 

4.24  The Regression Coefficient of Variables 166 

4.25  Results of the Mediating-Effect Test of LLS on the 
Relationship between IL2S and LA 170 

4.26 Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of IL2S on LA 172 

4.27  Results of the Mediating-Effect Test of LLS on the 
Relationship between OL2S and LA 174 

4.28  Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of OL2S on LA 176 

4.29  The Results of the Mediating-Effect Test of LLS on the 
Relationship between L2LE and LA 177 

4.30 Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of L2LE on LA 179 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xvii 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 

Figure                 Page 
 
1.1  Theoretical Framework of the Study 25 

1.2 Conceptual Framework of this Study 28 

3.1  Sample Size Calculation with RAOSOFT Online Tool 105 

3.2  Normality of the Dependent Variable 121 

3.3  Linearity of the Dependent Variable 121 

3.4 Homoscedasticity of the Dependent Variable 121 

4.1  Mediation Conceptional Model Diagram on IL2S and LA 168 

4.2  Mediation Conceptional Model Diagram on OL2S and LA 168 

4.3  Mediation Conceptional Model Diagram on L2LE and LA 169 

4.4  Model of the Mediating Role of the Domains of LLS on the 
Relationship between IL2S and LA 171 

4.5  Model of the Mediating Role of the Domains of LLS on the 
Relationship between OL2S and LA 175 

4.6  Model of the Mediating Role of the Domains of LLS between 
L2LE and LA 178 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xviii 

LIST OF APPENDICES 
 
 

Appendix                Page 
 
A  Demographic Information 244 

B  Learner Autonomy Questionnaire 245 

C  L2 Motivation Questionnaire 250 

D  Learning Strategy Questionnaire 253 

E  NILAI-NILAI r PRODUCT MOMENT 257 

F  Output of Questionnaires’ Validity 258 

G  Assumption of Multicollinearity 260 

H  Independence of Observations 261 

I  Ethical Consideration 262 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
xix 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
 
 

AFFECT Affection 

CFL/MFL Chinese/Mandarin as a Foreign Language  

COG Cognitive 

COM Compensation 

CSL/MSL Chinese/Mandarin as a Second Language  

FL  Foreign Language  

IL2S Ideal L2 Self  

L2 Second Language  

L2LE L2 Learning Experience 

L2M L2 Motivation 

L2MSS L2 Motivational Self System 

LA Learner Autonomy 

LLS Language Learning Strategy/Strategies 

MEM Memory 

META Metacognitive  

OL2S Ought-to L2 Self  

SILL Strategy Inventory for Language Learning  

SLL Second Language Learning 

SOC Social 

  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
1 

CHAPTER 1 

1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

This introductory chapter covers the basic aspects of this study. This chapter 

starts by discussing the disciplinary background of Mandarin as a second or 

foreign language (MSL/MFL) education, followed by an overview of the main 

variables incorporated in this study and a statement of the relevant issues 

lurking in this subject matter. Next, the research objectives, questions, and 

hypotheses, along with the scope of this study, are presented. Besides 

delineating the significance of this study, the theoretical framework and the 

conceptual model applied in this study are elaborated in this chapter. Finally, 

the operational definitions of the terms incorporated in this study are 

presented. 

1.2 Background of the Study 

An ancient proverb in the West says, “Give a man a fish and you feed him for 

a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime” (Wiktionary, 2023). 

Similarly, an old Chinese saying of “授人以鱼, 不如授人以渔 (shòu rén yǐ yú, 

bùrú shòu rén yǐ yú)” means “it is better to teach a man to fish than to give 

him a fish”. Hence, teaching others to acquire a skill effectively resolves 

problems. 

The importance of autonomy in enhancing one’s comprehensive abilities and 

developing the awareness of lifelong learning is vastly reckoned. Delors, the 
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former President of UNESCO, introduced the theme Learning: The Treasure 

Within because lifelong education is the key to unlocking the door to the light 

of the 21st century (Delors et al., 2010). He pointed out the four pillars of the 

future of education, namely: learning to know, learning to do, learning to live 

together, and learning to be. Benson (2007) stated that the ultimate goal of 

education is to nurture autonomous learners. In this 21st century and the 

fourth industrial revolution, successful autonomy is not only desirable in 

language learning but also in other disciplines and all aspects of life. Hence, 

Learner Autonomy (LA), one of the most important capabilities for the 

survival and development of humans, has become a hot topic among front-

line educators, academic policymakers, and scholars across numerous 

countries (Tseng et al., 2020; Van Alten et al., 2020; Uslu & Durak, 2022; 

Zimmerman, 2000; Boekaerts & Corno, 2005; Ismail et al., 2020). 

In the field of Second Language Learning (SLL), most studies revolve around 

the significance of LA in learning English as a second language (L2) or FL 

(ESL/EFL) (Borg & Alshumaimeri, 2019; Lenkaitis, 2020; Wang et al., 2021) 

while research work on the acquisition of other languages apart from the 

English language is in scarcity. In particular, despite reckoning Mandarin as 

the world’s most spoken language (Yun, 2019), with an influential position in 

the field of language education, only a handful of scholars have delved into 

MSL/MFL. With the growing number of people learning Mandarin across the 

globe, cultivating LA has turned into a great concern due to its significance in 

teaching MSL/MFL (Confucius Institute Headquarters & Hanban, China, 

2014). 
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1.2.1 Overview of Mandarin as a Second/Foreign Language in 
Malaysia 

As the official language of China, Mandarin is the common language of the 

modern Han nationality in China based on “Beijing standard pronunciation, 

northern basic dialect, and modern vernacular writing as the grammatical 

standard” (Overview of Chinese Language & Characters, 2021). Chinese, 

Mandarin, Mandarin Chinese and Chinese language are applied 

synonymously in various contexts in the MSL/MFL domain (Guo, 2004). 

Turning to Malaysia, the term “Mandarin” has been used most extensively by 

researchers in MSL/MFL research work (Lam & Kuan, 2019; Yin, 2020). In 

Malaysia, Mandarin is the mother tongue of the ethnic Chinese, but for the 

“non-Chinese”, it is a foreign language (Li & Cao, 2015). Therefore, the 

current study focuses on non-Chinese Mandarin learners at Universiti 

Teknologi MARA (UiTM) in Malaysia, that’s because all students there are 

non-Chinese (San, et al.,2021). 

With its rapid economic progress, the world has begun turning to China and 

China has substantial influence on the world in multiple aspects. Mandarin, 

one of the six working languages of the United Nations, functions as a bridge 

for people to better comprehend China and establish a mutual 

communication link. Having that said, the trend of learning Mandarin is 

gradually rising throughout the world. The statistics revealed that Mandarin 

was incorporated into the national education system in nearly 70 countries by 

the end of 2020 (Zhao & Liu, 2022). The number of people learning and 

using Mandarin outside of China has reached 200 million (Ministry of 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
4 

Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2021). 

Under the reciprocity of the Belt and Road policy, China has become one of 

the most important trade partners to Malaysia stemming from the geographic 

advantages and cultural identity between the two countries (Wang & Wong, 

2017). Mandarin has been considered an important international language 

apart from English in Malaysia (Cheong et al., 2019). Malaysian authorities 

encourage universities to provide more FL learning opportunities for students 

so that they can become proficient in a third language, such as Mandarin, 

Arabic, French, and Spanish (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2007). Given 

that many public universities offer Mandarin courses, the number of non-

Chinese Mandarin learners in universities is increasing (Tan et al., 2016). 

The Prime Minister of Malaysia, Anwar Ibrahim, encouraged young 

Malaysians to master Mandarin at the New Malaysian Vision seminar due to 

its emergence as an important regional “economic language” (The Straits 

Times, 2018). Hence, learning Mandarin is indeed necessary and crucial for 

non-Chinese Malaysians. 

The history of MSL/MFL in Malaysia is not lengthy and the education system 

for MSL/MFL demands further development. Studies regarding the learning 

and teaching of Mandarin in Malaysia among non-Chinese learners are 

extremely limited. Existing studies reported that the Mandarin proficiency of 

non-Chinese learners is still at an unsatisfactory state (Ling et al., 2019; Lam 

& Kuan, 2019) and these learners face numerous problems in their Mandarin 

learning process. For non-Chinese Mandarin learners in Malaysia, learning 
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Mandarin is a much more difficult and challenging task, because it belongs to 

the ideographic system of writing, which is different from the most widely 

used alphabetic script language such as Malay or English (Winskel, 2020). 

For example, Mandarin Chinese characters, tones, and grammar are 

challenging for non-Chinese learners to acquire (Sung & Wu, 2011). In 

addition, a supportive MSL/MFL learning environment is lacking in Malaysia. 

For instance, there is limited time to learn Mandarin in the classroom and a 

lack of environment to practice Mandarin after class because English and 

Malay languages are still the main media of communication in public (Chu, 

2019). Besides, studies have disclosed that learners have low motivation to 

learn Mandarin and cannot address problems they face through the use of 

appropriate language learning strategies (LLS) (Tan et al., 2019; Ya Ling, 

2020). These factors have led to low proficiency in Mandarin among 

Malaysian non-Chinese learners. 

Referring to the Malaysian Education Blueprint (MEB 2013-2025), 

Autonomous Language Learning (ALL) is crucial to improve language 

proficiency. Scholars of MSL studies revealed that succeeding in learning 

Mandarin in a non-target language environment demands the learners to 

acquire and maintain a stronger sense of autonomy and sustained 

willingness to learn (Sheng & Zhang, 2021). As such, ALL is vital to enhance 

Mandarin proficiency among non-Chinese learners because sustained 

learning motivation and effective learning approaches are both crucial for LA. 

Nonetheless, studies on LA are still in their early stages in Malaysia, 

particularly in the field of MSL/MFL. Hence, this study examined the LA 
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among non-Chinese Malaysian learners in Mandarin learning by exploring 

the internal influential factors to develop an effective path that enhances their 

Mandarin proficiency. 

1.2.2 Overview of Relevant Constructs in the Study 

The concept of LA, first introduced into the field of language education by 

Holec (1981), denotes “the ability to take charge of one’s learning” (p.3). 

Scholars have interpreted the concept of LA from various perspectives 

(Zimmerman, 1986; Little, 1991; Littlewood, 1996; Benson & Voller, 1997). In 

L2 studies, terminology related to LA has emerged, including independent 

learning, self-directed learning, self-guided learning, autonomous learning, 

and self-regulation learning (Pramesworo,2023; Lopez, 2018). These studies 

have listed plenty of ideas and inspirations for LA within the L2 learning 

domain. 

Studies on LA are still in the ascendant. It is generally accepted that 

“autonomy is a precondition for effective learning” (Benson, 2001, p. 24). 

Besides assessing the relationship between LA and academic performance, 

ways to develop LA are also sought by scholars in L2 learning (Zimmerman 

& Martinez-Pons, 1988; Schunk, 1996; Pang, 2001; Pape & Wang, 2003; 

Rosário et al., 2010). As stated in the Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) 

(Bandura, 1986), the emergence of human behaviour is affected by personal 

and environmental factors. The idea of learner-centred education highlights 

the importance of the individual learner in the process of language learning 

and the environment (e.g., teachers, teaching methods, and instructional 
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materials) should be in the service of the learner. Hence, this study looked 

into factors that influenced LA from the stance of language learners. 

According to Wenden (1991), LA may be influenced by several variables, 

including age, level of psychological progress, level of cognition, cognitive 

style, motivation to learn, LLS, learning environment, and level of education. 

He added that “a learner who wishes to have autonomy in learning should 

have the willingness and ability to take control of his/her learning”. 

Willingness refers to one’s drive or motivation to learn, whereas ability is the 

skills and methods of learning that are incorporated in LLS. Similarly, 

Littlewood (1996) claimed that the ability to acquire knowledge and skills, as 

well as confidence and willingness to learn, is the key condition for learners 

to develop autonomy in language learning. Some studies verified that both 

motivation and LLS are the key factors in autonomy (Pintrich & Groot, 1990; 

Garcia & Pintrich, 1994; Ni, 2001; Pang, 2001). 

The reason for associating motivation and LLS with high importance is 

because, as far as individual factors are concerned, they consist of 

changeable and unchangeable factors (Wen, 1993). The former signifies 

factors that can be changed through the efforts of the researcher, the 

teacher, and the learner him/herself, such as learners’ age, gender, and 

personality, which cannot be changed through effort. The latter denotes 

inherent factors, such as learners’ motivation and LLS - the two key factors 

(Pang, 2001). Both motivation and LLS are not stable attributes but can be 

influenced by training, pedagogical environment, and classroom 
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management style (Skehan, 1991). Both LLS and motivation are vital 

individual and main factors that affect learning autonomy. The Self-

Regulation Learning Theory (SRLT) highlights the role that self-motivation 

and LLS play in autonomous behaviour (Zimmerman, 2000). This is 

explained in detail in the theoretical framework section of this study. Based 

on the literature discussion and theoretical underpinnings, three variables of 

LA, LLS, and learning motivation were included in one framework to assess 

the degree of autonomy among non-Chinese Mandarin learners in Malaysia 

and if this variable was affected by personal factors. 

1.3 Problem Statement 

Learner autonomy is recognized as an increasingly significant challenge for 

students in the 21st century (Khairallah, 2020). Previous studies have shown 

that there are substantial discrepancies in the degree of learner autonomy 

and the manifestation of its internal components across countries (Farahani, 

2014; Khalhman & Shevchenko, 2017; Şenbayrak et al., 2019; Nguyen & 

Habók, 2022; Üstünlüoğlu, 2009). Scholars claimed that “Autonomy is not an 

absolute but a relative term and the degree of autonomy may vary from one 

context to another” (Farmer & Sweeney, 1994, p. 139). In Malaysia, it has 

been evidenced that Malaysian students were relatively weak in terms of 

their ability to learn autonomously and depended more on their teachers 

(Dwee & Anthony, 2017), though the Malaysian Education Blueprint (MEB 

2013-2025) underscores the importance of developing autonomous 

language learning to enhance learners’ language proficiency. However, there 

are minimal referable works on learner autonomy in the Malaysian context, 
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especially on the degree of autonomy of Mandarin as a foreign language 

among non-Chinese learners. It is claimed that autonomous learning is one 

of the crucial goals of teaching Mandarin as a foreign or second language 

(ICCLE，2014). Thus, it is imperative and pertinent to conduct a study on 

autonomy for non-Chinese Mandarin learners in Malaysia. 

Furthermore, it is argued that the premise for the development of capacity for 

autonomous learning is a knowledge of the degree and beliefs of learners in 

autonomous learning and the factors that influence it (Cotterall, 1995). 

Previous studies have shown that learner autonomy is related to some 

variables, such as self-efficacy and autonomy (Mojoudi & Tabatabaei, 2014; 

Ruelens,2019), emotions, motivation and language learning autonomy (Csizé

r, & Albert, 2024), language learning strategy use, instrumental motivation, 

self-efficacy, self-regulation, autonomy, and L2 achievement (Afshar & 

Jamshidi 2022), learning autonomy and English language proficiency 

(Melvina & Julia, 2021), language learning strategies, autonomy, and 

academic achievement (Tan & Zhang, 2015). However, to date, scarce 

investigations have been conducted on the nature of the link between 

learning motivation, language learning strategies, and learner autonomy, 

especially in the case of autonomy-related personal factors (learning 

motivation and learning strategy) for non-Chinese learners in Malaysian 

Mandarin as a foreign language (MLFL) setting. Therefore, it is essential and 

critical to examine these variables as they are the principal emotional 

variables and changeable features that influence autonomy in language 

learning (Garcia & Pintrich, 1994; Skehan, 1991; Pintrich & Groot, 1990; 
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Pang, 2001). 

In addition, Zimmerman’s self-regulation model also emphasizes the 

important role of self-motivation and learning strategies in the formation of 

learner autonomy (Zimmerman,1996). Although some studies have 

investigated the relationship between motivation and learner autonomy 

(Amri& Fikri, 2019; Ceylan, 2021; Huiui-Liu, 2015), motivation and learning 

strategies (Wang, 2014; Daflizara et al.,2022), respectively. However, due to 

the complexity of motivational theories, the results of previous research on 

motivation and autonomy are characterized by numerous discrepancies 

across studies. More importantly, the complexity of the relationship within 

components of the variables has not been well clarified, especially the lack of 

empirical research support for concurrent investigations on the triad 

relationships between learner autonomy, learning strategies and L2MSS for 

non-Chinese Mandarin learners in Malaysia. 

L2MSS is, as Ross (2017) claimed, the most influential theory of motivation 

in the last decade. As previous dichotomous models of motivation could not 

adapt to the original purpose of language acquisition in the context of 

globalization, where learners learn a foreign language not only to integrate 

with the target language community, but also to realize their self-ideal 

(Higgins, 2011). In L2MSS theory, more emphasis is placed on the role of the 

learner’s self in the learning process (Dörnyei and Csizér, 2002). Meanwhile, 

self-motivation as an important factor plays the role of a prerequisite in the 

theoretical model of self-regulation, and works together with learning 
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strategies to form a cycle of autonomous learning behavior 

(Zimmerman,1996). Therefore, the motivation theory in this study is 

designated as L2MSS by Dӧrnyei (2005). 

However, to date, in SLL, restricted studies on the relationship between 

L2MSS and learner autonomy have shown more complexity regarding the 

internal relationships between L2MSS and learner autonomy, with variations 

across populations. For example, Hu (2020) found that L2MSS was 

significantly and moderately correlated with LA through a survey of learners 

studying English as a foreign language in a senior high school in China. To 

be precise, L2LE had the strongest correlation with LA, followed by IL2S. Yet, 

in this study, OL2S had no correlation with LA. By contrast, Shi (2019) 

assessed the relationship between L2MSS and LA among 110 

undergraduate students studying Japanese in China based on a survey. The 

study revealed a strong correlation between students’ level of L2MSS and 

their LA. Among them, there were moderate-strength correlations between 

IL2S, OL2S, and L2LE with LA, respectively. A study conducted by (Sheng & 

Zhang, 2021), explored the relationship between L2MSS and learners’ 

autonomous learning behaviour involving Korean Mandarin learners. The 

result indicated that IL2S and OL2S had a significantly positive impact on 

autonomous learning behaviour. However, the study did not cover the 

relationship between L2LE and learner autonomy. As a result, it is evident 

that the relationship between L2MSS and learner autonomy is extremely 

complex across studies.  
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Moreover, lately, there have been many appeals from scholars to conduct 

more research on L2MSS to learn Languages other than English (LOTE) 

(Yang & Chanyoo, 2022, Chanyoo, 2022). In Malaysia, Mandarin, an 

important international language after English, is popular among non-

Chinese (Cheong et al., 2019). Developing learners’ motivation, willingness 

to learn, and learning strategies as well as autonomy are also the general 

objectives of teaching Mandarin as a second language (ICCLE，2014). 

Therefore, studying the relationship between L2MSS, language learning 

strategies and learner autonomy among Malaysian non-Chinese Mandarin 

learners is a meaningful endeavor. 

As for language learning strategies, early research has given theoretical 

support, as claimed by Griffiths “strategies are an important element of LA, 

since it is by using strategies that learners can become autonomous” (2013, 

p. 31). Subsequent studies have also confirmed a positive correlation 

between them (Aboagye, et al., 2023; Daflizara et al. 2022; Samaie et al. 

2015; Zakaria et al. 2017). These studies have also shown us the complex 

relationship between learning strategies and autonomy, however, they have 

not given us a full picture of the nature of the L2MSS, language learning 

strategies, and learner autonomy, nor have they further analyzed the 

relationship between the elements within the variables, especially in terms of 

the mediating role of learning strategies between the L2MSS and the LA. 

According to SRL, self-motivation and LLS play an important role in 

autonomous behavior (Zimmerman, 2000), self-motivation is a prerequisite 

for learner autonomy, and learning strategies are used throughout the 
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process of learning. As Oxford (1996), claimed that the command of learning 

strategies is to fulfill the behavior of autonomous learning. Ellis (1994) 

highlighted the mediating role of LLS’s in different variables should be 

considered in SLL further. Although a few studies have investigated the 

mediating role of LLS on the link between emotional exhaustion and reduced 

self-efficacy (Hu & Yeo, 2020); motivation and achievement (Magen-Nagar & 

Cohen, 2017), ambiguity tolerance and English proficiency (Chang, 2012). 

However, up to date, it is unclear whether learning strategies have a 

mediating effect between L2MSS and LA,particularly, an empirical study on 

non-Chinese Mandarin learners in the Malaysian context. 

Therefore, based on the self-regulation Model (Zimmerman, 2000), the 

current study provides a systematic and comprehensive examination of the 

relationship between L2 motivational self system, language learning 

strategies and learner autonomy among Malaysian non-Chinese Mandarin 

learners, and attempts to examine the mediating role of learning strategies. 

This study, on the one hand, provides richer supporting materials for self-

regulation theory and enriches its empirical findings. On the other hand, it 

serves as a guide and reference for the development of autonomous learning 

and the teaching and learning of Mandarin by non-Chinese Mandarin 

learners in Malaysia. 

1.4 Research Objectives  

The main objective of this study is to examine the relationships among L2 

Motivational Self System (L2MSS), Language Learning Strategies (LLS), and 
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Learner Autonomy (LA) among Malaysian non-Chinese Mandarin learners in 

a selected tertiary-level academic institute. Therefore, this study was 

conducted with the following objectives: - 

RO1: To identify the degree of Learner Autonomy, the level of L2MSS (Ideal 

L2 self (IL2S), Ought-to L2 self (OL2S), and L2 learning experience 

(L2LE)), and the frequency of use of Language Learning Strategies 

(memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective, and 

social) among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin 

learning. 

RO2: To examine the relationships among L2MSS (IL2S, OL2S, and L2LE), 

Language Learning Strategies (memory, cognitive, compensation, 

metacognitive, affective, and social), and Learner Autonomy among 

Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning. 

RO3: To ascertain the predictors of Learner Autonomy in terms of L2MSS 

and LLS among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin 

learning. 

RO4: To determine the mediating role of Language Learning Strategies on 

the relationship between L2MSS (IL2S, OL2S, and L2LE) and Learner 

Autonomy among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in 

Mandarin learning. 

 

1.5 Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Based on the problem statement and research objectives described above, 

the questions and hypotheses formulated for this study are listed in the 

following: 

RQ1:  What is the degree of Learner Autonomy, the level of L2MSS (IL2S, 

OL2S, and L2LE), and the frequency of use of Language Learning 

Strategies (LLS) (memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, 
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affective, and social) among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates 

in Mandarin learning? 

1a:   What is the degree of Learner Autonomy among Malaysian 

non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning? 

1b:  What is the level of L2MSS among Malaysian non-Chinese 

undergraduates in Mandarin learning? 

1c:   What is frequency of the use of Language Learning Strategies 

among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin 

learning? 

RQ2:  Is there any relationship between L2MSS (IL2S, OL2S, and L2LE) and 

Learner Autonomy among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in 

Mandarin learning? 

Ha1: There is a significant relationship between L2MSS (IL2S, OL2S, 

and L2LE) and Learner Autonomy among Malaysian non-

Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning. 

RQ3: Is there any relationship between the use of Language Learning 

Strategies (memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, 

affective, and social) and Learner Autonomy among Malaysian non-

Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning? 

Ha2:  There is a significant relationship between the use of Language 

Learning Strategies (memory, cognitive, compensation, 

metacognitive, affective, and social) and Learner Autonomy 

among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin 

learning. 

RQ4:  Is there any relationship between L2MSS (IL2S, OL2S, and L2LE) and 

the use of Language Learning Strategies (memory, cognitive, 

compensation, metacognitive, affective, and social) among Malaysian 

non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning? 
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Ha3: There is a significant relationship between L2MSS (IL2S, OL2S, 

and L2LE) and the use of Language Learning Strategies 

(memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective, 

and social) among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in 

Mandarin learning. 

RQ5:  To what extent do L2MSS (IL2S, OL2S, and L2LE) and Language 

Learning Strategies (memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, 

affective, and social strategies) predict Learner Autonomy among 

Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning? 

Ha4: For the selected independent variable, the regression 

coefficients are significant when regressed against Learner 

Autonomy among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in 

Mandarin learning. 

RQ6: Do language learning strategies mediate the relationship between 

L2MSS (IL2S, OL2S, and L2LE) and Learner Autonomy among 

Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning? 

Ha5:  Language learning strategies mediate the relationship between 

ideal second language self and Learner Autonomy among 

Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning. 

Ha6:   Language learning strategies mediate the relationship between 

ought-to second language self and Learner Autonomy among 

Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin learning. 

Ha7:   Language learning strategies mediate the relationship between 

second language learning experience and Learner Autonomy 

among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduates in Mandarin 

learning. 
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1.6 Theoretical Framework of the Study  

 
1.6.1 The Social Cognitive Theory  

Two basic theories were employed in this study to build the theoretical 

framework. The first theory refers to the Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) 

proposed by Albert Bandura (1986), a Canadian-American psychologist. The 

theory emphasises human cognitive processes by observing the role of 

learning and social interaction pairs in human behaviour. The core theory of 

SCT is the triadic interaction theory, which highlights the interplay among the 

individual, the environment, and the behaviour. The theory has had a 

significant impact on several disciplines, including education, psychology, 

and communication. 

Personal factors include one’s cognitive processes, emotions, beliefs, 

attitudes, and biological factors. These factors influence how one perceives 

and interprets the environment in which he/she lives. A person’s self-efficacy 

beliefs reflect his/her confidence in abilities and can affect his/her willingness 

to engage in certain behaviours. Behaviour refers to the actions, reactions, 

and responses exhibited by a person. Besides being influenced by personal 

factors, behaviour is also a determinant of future personal factors and 

environmental experiences. For instance, one’s decision to engage in 

language practice (behaviour) may influence his/her self-efficacy beliefs and 

subsequent motivation (personal factors). The environment includes several 

external stimuli, the social context, and the situation in which the individual 

finds himself/herself. This includes physical environment, social interactions, 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
18 

cultural norms, and the presence of role models. The environment offers 

opportunities, constraints, and reinforcers that shape one’s behaviour, thus 

contributing to the development of personal factors. 

The SCT suggests that individuals, behaviour, and environments interact 

with each other in a continuous cycle of interaction. The environment has a 

strong impact on individuals and behaviour shaping. Bandura (1986) 

explained that individuals are not passively influenced by their environment 

but actively interpret and make decisions based on their cognitive processes. 

Subsequently, the individuals influence their behaviour and reaction towards 

their environment. The SCT presents several important implications for 

comprehending the cognitive processes of learners, who are dominant in the 

triad of individual, environment, and behaviour.  

1.6.2 The Model of Self-Regulation Learning  

The Model of SRL was initiated by Zimmerman (1989), who is a popular 

researcher of autonomous learning in the US and a representative of the 

social cognitive school of self-regulation learning. In 1989, Zimmerman 

proposed the self-regulation learning model based on Bandura’s idea of 

interactive determinism of individual, behaviour, and environment, along with 

the self-regulation concept. 

Zimmerman defines self-regulation as self-generated thoughts, feelings and 

behaviours to achieve goals (Zimmerman, 2000). He argues that self-

regulation is neither a mental competence nor an academic performance 
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technique, but rather a process of self-direction by which the learner converts 

mental competence into academic technique.Learning is seen as an activity 

that the student performs proactively on his or her own, rather than as an 

insidious event that responds to instruction(Zimmerman,2002). 

The SRL posits that learning is dominated by a variety of cognitive, 

metacognitive, and motivational influences on one’s interaction with others 

(Pintrich, 2000; Zimmerman, 2000). Cognition consists of diverse skills that 

learners use to encode, memorise, and retrieve information (Schraw et al., 

2006). Metacognition is related to the skills that learners apply to 

comprehend, monitor, and manage their cognitive processes (Pintrich, 2000; 

Zimmerman, 2000). Meanwhile, motivation involves a variety of beliefs that 

motivate the usage and development of both cognitive and metacognitive 

strategies throughout the learning process (Pintrich, 2000). 

According to Zimmerman (1989), self-regulation learning includes the 

interaction of person, behaviour, and environment. Besides actively 

controlling and regulating their learning process, self-regulation learners 

have to actively monitor and regulate the external performance of learning 

and the learning environment based on external feedback. In self-regulation 

learning, individuals have to constantly monitor and adjust their cognitive and 

affective states, observe and use various strategies to adjust their learning 

behaviour, as well as create and use material and social resources in the 

learning environment (Zimmerman, 1989). 
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Self-regulation learning is composed of three phases, namely the forethought 

phase, the performance phase, and the self-reflection phase. The 

forethought phase incorporates a task analysis process and self-motivated 

beliefs. The task analysis process has two sub-processes, goal setting and 

strategy planning; the former denotes the identification of specific, expected 

learning outcomes and the latter signifies the selection of appropriate LLS to 

meet learning objectives. Self-motivational beliefs are the intrinsic 

motivational force that initiates the learning process. These beliefs consist of 

self-efficacy, outcome expectations, intrinsic interests or values, and goal 

orientation. In particular, goal orientation refers to whether individuals take 

mastering knowledge and skills or completing learning tasks as their goal 

value orientation. 

In the performance stage, the main processes refer to self-control and self-

observation. Self-control processes facilitate a learner to focus on the task 

via several processes, including self-regulation, use of mental 

representation, concentration, and task strategies. Self-observation is the 

tracking of specific aspects, conditions, and progress of learning behaviour. 

Accurate, timely, and comprehensive self-recording is a common means of 

self-observation for self-regulated learners. When self-observation fails to 

offer a definitive explanation for a deviation from the direction of learning, 

one initiates a process of self-experimentation, such as systematically 

varying the processes, strategies, and conditions of learning to achieve the 

final learning objective. 
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The self-reflection stage has two processes: self-judgment and self-reaction. 

Self-judgment is composed of self-evaluation and attributional analysis. The 

former examines if the learning outcome is consistent with the expected goal 

and the importance of the learning outcome. At the same time, the latter 

denotes the analysis of the causes of the established learning outcome, such 

as whether the poor academic performance is due to limited ability or 

insufficient effort. Self-reaction consists of two forms: (1) self-satisfaction, 

which is based on the positive evaluation of one’s learning outcome 

(autonomous learning students regard the acquisition of self-satisfaction as 

more important than the acquisition of material rewards) and (2) adaptive or 

defensive reaction, whereby adaptive reaction is adjusting the form of 

learning after failure to succeed in subsequent learning and defensive 

reaction is coping with subsequent learning tasks negatively to avoid further 

learning failure. 

According to Zimmerman (1989), although self-regulation learning 

encompasses complex structures, processes or components (e.g., self-

efficacy, goal setting, strategy selection and use, self-observation, and self-

evaluation), it offers effective ways and tracks for developing autonomous 

learning capabilities in language learning，which are easier to manipulate 

and implement. Hence, it is apt to start with these aspects to develop 

students’ autonomous learning ability. 

The two basic conditions required for one to learn autonomously are 

explained as follows. One is to have the intention to learn - “want to learn”; 
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the other is to know how to learn - “know how to learn” (Pang, 2001). Upon 

looking at SRL as an activity and a process, one will find that the connotation 

of SRL is far more complicated than anyone can imagine. The model of SRL 

presented above revealed that at least the following aspects should be 

involved in developing students’ autonomous learning abilities: 

First, interventions on the intrinsic motivational factors of learning. Motivation 

for autonomous learning is intrinsic and self-motivated, with many factors 

exerting a catalytic effect on such motivation (e.g., self-efficacy, outcome 

expectations, a sense of the value of learning, attribution tendencies, and 

appropriate goal orientation). Self-efficacy denotes one’s belief in his/her 

ability to perform a learning task and it is a concrete manifestation of self-

confidence in learning certain activities. Students with high self-efficacy set 

higher learning goals and to confirm their learning ability, they autonomously 

engage in learning activities and use a variety of LLS to achieve their goals 

(Schunk, 1996). The sense of value of learning is one’s belief that academic 

success is crucial to him/her.  Suppose students do not perceive a great deal 

of value in their academic success. In that case, they are less likely to spend 

more time using strategies (e.g., refining and organising) and less likely to 

use important LLS (e.g., planning, monitoring, and regulating). The impact of 

attributional tendencies on SRL portrays that people are more likely to be 

motivated to learn if they attribute their success to ability and failure to lack 

effort, while individuals become less motivated to learn if they attribute their 

success to external, uncontrollable factors, and failure to lack ability 

(Zimmerman, 2000). Goal orientation has a significant impact on one’s SRL. 
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Mastery goal orientation for mastering knowledge and developing skills has a 

strong impact on autonomous learning, while performance goal orientation 

for demonstrating one’s ability, surpassing others, and gaining the approval 

of others has a weak impact on independent learning (Pintrich, 2000). To 

stimulate students’ intrinsic motivation, it is crucial to consider these 

motivational factors and focus on one or more of them based on the 

students’ specific situation. 

Second, teaching students adequate LLS. In the self-regulation model, LLS 

is vital in the stages of motivation generation, maintenance and 

reinforcement and maintenance due to its strong impact on learning 

behaviour. Having sufficient cognitive strategies and being able to use them 

are important guarantees for autonomous learning (Alderman, 1999). Thus, 

cognitive strategies are embedded in Zimmerman’s self-regulation model as 

a crucial component to facilitate the capacity for autonomous learning. 

Cognitive strategies refer to one’s processing methods of external 

information that comprise the following three categories: memory strategies, 

refinement strategies, and organisation strategies. 

Metacognition refers to the knowledge and beliefs about cognitive processes, 

along with the monitoring and controlling of those processes. Researchers 

generally divide it into two: metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive 

processes. The former refers to knowledge or beliefs about self, tasks, 

strategies, etc., while the latter denotes planning, monitoring, and regulating 

the cognitive processes (e.g., time management and strategy selection). 
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Metacognition is closely associated with autonomous learning and it is an 

indispensable condition for a person to learn autonomously (Brown, 1987). 

Oxford (1990, 1996) proposed additional strategies that may belong to 

language learners’ self-regulation. The affective strategy helps learners 

manage their emotions and motivation, such as by reducing anxiety through 

music or rewarding themselves for doing well. The compensation strategy 

makes up for missing knowledge or information, such as making guesses 

based on context or using gestures to express unknown words. Memory 

strategies are cognitive strategies with a specific function of embedding new 

information in long-term memory, such as mental imagery or acronyms. 

Social strategies work with others by asking questions, requesting help, and 

through language or social speech. Thus, LLS has a vital role in self-

regulated learners (Wenden & Rubin, 1987; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; 

Oxford, 1990, 1996b; Wenden, 1991). 
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Figure 1.1 : Theoretical Framework of the Study 
 

Based on Zimmerman’s theoretical model of self-regulation, two important 

and interrelated elements were extracted to be embedded into the 

conceptual framework: motivation and LLS. Motivation is influenced by self-

efficacy, expected value, and goal setting in the forethought stage. In this 

stage, learners plan LLS based on the actual performance of their 
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motivation. In the performance stage, to maintain the strength of self-

motivation, learners apply suitable LLS for various tasks. In the self-reflection 

stage, learners reflect on the use of LLS based on task performance to 

strengthen their motivation. This cycle is repeated in the learner’s 

autonomous cognitive process (see Figure 1.1). 

1.7 Conceptual Framework of the Study 

The conceptual framework of this study was built based on the theoretical 

underpinning of self-regulation and empirical studies on the selected 

variables. This study assessed the correlations among L2MSS, LLS, and LA 

among Malaysian non-Chinese undergraduate Mandarin learners. Therefore, 

the conceptual framework consists of three main variables: L2MSS, LLS, and 

LA. 

In this study, the independent variable refers to L2MSS and it consists of 

three elements: IL2S, OL2S, and L2LE (Dornyei, 2009). Language learning 

strategies (LLS), which served as the mediating variable in this study, were 

adopted from Oxford’s (1989) framework of LLS that outlined memory 

strategy, cognitive strategy, compensatory strategy , metacognitive strategy , 

affective strategy , and social strategy. This classification system is “the most 

comprehensive classification of LLS” (Ellis, 1994, p. 539). Learner Autonomy 

(LA), the dependent variable in this study, was retrieved from the theory of 

LA proposed by Holec (1981) and Littlewood (1999), as well as other LA 

studies (Ustunluoglu, 2009; Sakai et al., 2010). 
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Learning is a complex cognitive process and one’s active learning behaviour 

is influenced by both the individual and the environment (Bandura, 1986). 

Studies revealed that motivation and LLS are the crucial personal factors that 

influence LA (Garcia & Pintrich, 1994; Ni, 2001; Pintrich & Groot, 1990; 

Pang, 2001; Zimmerman, 2002). While Ushioda (1996) emphasized that 

motivation to learn autonomy has a significant effect, other studies showed 

that LLS has a positive impact on LA (Griffiths, 2003; Oxford & Crookall, 

1989; Oxford, 1990). Based on the SRL, this study examined the mediating 

effect of LLS on the link between L2MSS and LA. The relationships outlined 

in this study based on the variables are presented in the conceptual 

framework portrayed in Figure 1.2. 

Based on the above discussions this study explored the relationships among 

L2MSS, LLS, and LA among non-Chinese Malaysian Mandarin learners. 

Next, this study examined the mediating impact of LLS on the link between 

L2MSS and LA to shed light on the teaching and learning of MFL in 

Malaysia. 
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Figure 1.2 : Conceptual Framework of this Study 
 

1.8 Scope of the Study 

Given that this study looked into the relationship between LA and its internal 

influences on Mandarin learning among Malaysian non-Chinese 

undergraduate students, the scope of this study is limited to students 

learning MFL while excluding other language learners. Due to time and effort 

constraints, non-Chinese Mandarin learners in one public university located 

in Malaysia were involved in this study. At the same time, considering that 

the number of non-Chinese learners in the Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) 

Shah Alam Campus is the largest (Sim et al., 2019), this study only focuses 

on this university. 
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Many studies have reported a range of factors that influence LA, including 

age, gender, self-efficacy, and language level (Dafei, 2007; Wenden, 1991). 

Based on the purpose and the theoretical framework of this study, the 

variables selected for this study focused only on the relationship between LA 

and its internal factors (i.e., L2MSS and LLS). In addition, this study explored 

the mediating effect of LLS on the relationship between self-motivation and 

LA. The LLS deployed in this study is based on Oxford’s six-factor 

classification (i.e.,memory strategy, cognitive strategy, compensatory 

strategy , metacognitive strategy  , affective strategy , and social strategy). 

Based on the research objectives and questions outlined in this chapter, the 

quantitative research approach was adopted in this study due to its 

suitability. The three questionnaires used in this study were the L2 Motivation 

Questionnaire, the Language Learning Strategies Questionnaire, and the 

Learner Autonomy Questionnaire. Given that no additional instrument was 

used in this study, the interpretation of the findings is legit only to the specific 

instruments applied in this study. 

1.9 Significance of the Study 

This study is significant in the field of MSL/MFL studies within the context of 

non-target language and serves as an important guidance for the teaching 

and learning of Mandarin in Malaysia. The study outcomes may facilitate 

educators, policymakers, and scholars to achieve better comprehension of 

the readiness for autonomy among Malaysian Mandarin learners, thus 

offering first-hand information for curriculum design, policy formulation, and 
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research extension. 

To the best of the author’s knowledge, this study is the first to park L2MSS, 

LLS, and LA under a single framework. This study expands the field of 

empirical research on LA in MSL/MFL teaching. A new path is paved for LA 

development in the context of MSL/MFL in Malaysia. This study verifies the 

notion stipulated in theory of SRL. Under the framework of this theory, this 

study is the first to assess the mediation impact of LLS on the relationship 

between L2MSS and LA. The outcomes shed light on the enhancement of 

self-motivation and the formation of LA through the teaching and training of 

LLS. Simultaneously, it provides research ideas and methodological 

references for the mediating role of LLS in other related variables at a later 

stage. In conclusion, this study is of great significance because it offers 

guidance for practical teaching and functions as a reference for theoretical 

research in the field of teaching MSL/MFL in the Malaysian context. 

1.10 Definition of Terminology 

Learner Autonomy (LA): The term was introduced into the field of L2 

teaching by Holec (1981) as the “ability to take charge of one’s learning” (p. 

3). Following his influential definition, many other scholars attempted to 

describe autonomy. Little (1991) defined autonomy as “a capacity for 

detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and independent action” (p. 

4), while Littlewood (1996) described autonomy as “the learners’ ability and 

willingness to make choices independently” (p. 427). He added that “this 

capacity depends on two main components: ability and willingness” (p. 428). 
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Next, Benson (2013) associated LA with “the ability to control learning” (p. 

61). The various definitions of LA found in the literature point towards a 

common notion depicting that LA is concerned with a learner’s ability and 

willingness to undertake learning, make decisions, set goals, plan strategies, 

as well as monitor and evaluate his/her learning progress. 

L2 Motivation (L2M): Gardner (1985) first defined L2M as “the extent to 

which one works or strives to learn the language because of a desire to do 

so and the satisfaction experienced in doing so” (p. 10). Dornyei (1998) 

asserted that motivation is external behaviour caused by induction that is 

maintained until one meets the goal and the motivation will remain in the 

whole process of continuous behaviour. Brown (1994) depicted that 

motivation is the purpose and direction that one pursues, as well as the level 

of effort that the person has put in to complete the purpose or task. 

L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS): The L2MSS is a new motivational 

model proposed by Zoltán Dörnyei in 2005 based on the socio-educational 

model. It has the following three core elements (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2009, p. 

29): 

a) Ideal L2 Self (IL2S): The L2-specific facet of ones ‘ideal self’. If the 

person we would like to become speaks an L2, the IL2S becomes a 

powerful motivator to learn the L2 because of the desire to reduce 

the discrepancy between our actual and ideal selves. Traditional 

integrative and internalised instrumental motives typically belong to 

this component. 

b) Ought-to L2 Self (OL2S): The attribute that one believes one ought 

to possess to meet expectations and avoid possible negative 
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outcomes. This dimension corresponds to Higgins’ ought self and 

revolves around the more extrinsic (i.e., less internalised) types of 

instrumental motives. 

c) L2 Learning Experience (L2LE): The ‘executive’ motives related to 

the immediate learning environment and experience (e.g., the impact 

of the teacher, the curriculum, the peer group, and the experience of 

success). This component is conceptualised at a different level from 

the two self-guides and future research will hopefully elaborate on 

the self-aspects of this bottom-up process. 

 

Language Learning Strategies (LLS): The most widely cited definition by 

Oxford (1990) is “LLS is adopted by a learner to make learning easier, faster, 

more enjoyable, more autonomous, more effective, and more specific actions 

for situations” (p. 8). Based on the cognitive framework, O’Malley and 

Chamot (1990) proposed the following alternative definition: “Special 

thoughts or behaviour that individuals use to help them understand, learn or 

retain new information” (p. 1). Self-regulation was introduced into educational 

psychology to enrich the connotation of LLS. Griffiths (2008) defined LLS as 

“a consciously chosen activity by learners to regulate their language 

learning” (p. 87). The most recent definition by Oxford (2011) is “LLS refers 

to complex, dynamic thoughts and actions selected and used in specific 

contexts to regulate multiple aspects of oneself (cognitive, affective, and 

social) to (a) complete language tasks, (b) improve language 

performance/use, and (c) enhance long-term proficiency” (p. 48). 

Second Language (L2): It is “a language learned in an environment where it 

is the primary language of daily communication for most people, with some 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
33 

degree of competence or proficiency in the language is needed for survival 

(e.g., learning English in the US)” (Oxford, 1999, p. 133). 

Foreign Language (FL): It is “a language learned in a setting where it is not 

the usual medium of interaction for the majority of the population, whereby 

competence or proficiency is not required for survival purposes (e.g., 

learning Russian in France or Papua New Guinea)” (Oxford, 1999, p. 133). 

Chinese/Mandarin as a Second Language (CSL/MSL): It refers to not only 

teaching Chinese/Mandarin to foreigners in China but also the teaching of 

Chinese/Mandarin across the world, including the teaching of 

Chinese/Mandarin by ethnic minorities in China (Liu, 2002). 

Chinese/Mandarin as a Foreign Language (CFL/MFL): To teach foreigners 

to learn Chinese/Mandarin abroad is called CFL/MFL teaching. The main 

consideration here is the different learning environment. In China, it is the 

target language environment, while in abroad, it is the learner’s mother 

tongue. Although the environment of teaching Chinese at home and abroad 

differs, the teaching ability of teachers should be common (Zhao, 2019). 

1.11 Summary 

This chapter introduces the background of this study to highlight the 

importance and necessity of LA research in the field of MSL/MFL, particularly 

in the Malaysian context. The research objectives and questions of this study 

revolve around issues related to LA in the MFL context. The proposed 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

 
34 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks clarify the scope and content of this 

study. Finally, the connotation of important terms in this study is explained. 

This chapter lays a strong foundation for the general research framework 

that follows this study. 
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