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As English-medium cooperative universities emerge in China, students’ English 
learning strategies, which have long been documented as an important factor in their 
academic success, have gained increasing attention in second language acquisition. 
This study investigated students’ English learning strategies in an English-medium 
cooperative university in China. Drawing on data collected using Oxford (1989)’s lan-
guage learning strategy survey from Year-1 (N = 339) and Year-2 students (N = 207), 
an exploratory factor analysis was conducted. It suggested three main English learning 
strategies, including cognitive, metacognitive, and compensatory/evaluative/affec-
tive strategies. A 2 (study years) × 3 (strategies) ANOVA revealed a significant main 
effect of study years and that of strategies as well as a significant interaction effect. 
A structural equation model (SEM) indicated that students’ use of language learning 
strategies served as a significant mediator between their English learning history and 
their self-rated English proficiency. The pedagogical implications of these findings are 
discussed.
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Introduction 

A learning strategy is defined as a set 
of learning methods and techniques that 
learners apply in order to achieve their 
expected learning outcomes (Tai & Tang, 
2021; Zha & Liu, 2023). For language 
learners, a set of learning strategies es-
pecially refers to systematic learning 
methods that they adopt for attaining a 
certain level of language proficiency. In 
the field of second and foreign language 
acquisition, language learning strategies 
have long been a well-researched topic 
in light of a fast-growing population of 
bilingual and multilingual users, sec-
ond and third language learners, and in 
the context of international cultural and 
scholarly communication (Tai & Tang, 
2021; Zha & Liu, 2023). As the world 
is becoming an increasingly culturally 
diverse community and as ever greater 
importance is being attached to language 
learning, language learning strategies 
have attracted increasing attention from 
scholars and researchers from the in-
terdisciplinary fields of linguistics, ed-
ucational pedagogy, and other highly 
relevant areas (Habok et al., 2022; Tai & 
Tang, 2021; Zha & Liu, 2023). Consider-
ing its important position in educational 
psychology, the role of language learn-
ing strategies in the process of learning 

English by learners who are non-native 
English speakers has become important 
for research, especially in English-medi-
um educational institutions, the number 
of which has been increasing in recent 
years.

English-medium instruction (EMI) 
or English-as-a-medium-of-instruction 
education indicates a means of teaching 
and learning using English as the main 
instructional language (Galloway & 
Ruegg, 2022). It happens in various sit-
uations, including international students 
learning in an English-speaking country 
(inner circle), institutions in a country 
where English is used officially as a sec-
ond language or a Lingua Franca (outer 
circle), and institutions in a country 
where English does not have a formal or 
official status (expanding circle). EMI in 
a country of the expanding circle impos-
es challenges to both teachers and learn-
ers for various reasons, such as students’ 
lack of English proficiency, a shortage of 
effective English support, a deficiency 
in English-speaking environment, and so 
forth (Galloway & Ruegg, 2022; Zhou 
et al., 2021). Since language learning 
strategies play a crucial role in students’ 
learning of English, understanding how 
students of English-medium institutions 
in an expanding circle country appears to 
be of great importance and necessity. 
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English as a second language: 
Learning strategies

Previous research on L2 English learn-
ers’ language learning strategies can be 
categorized into two types of study. One 
line of research focused on what strate-
gies learners use. For example, Chen et 
al. (2020) identified three major language 
learning strategies among L2 English 
learners, namely metacognitive strategies, 
cognitive strategies, and compensating and 
memorizing strategies. They noticed that 
learners with a higher level of L2 profi-
ciency were prone to deploying planning 
and preparatory learning strategies more 
frequently. Tai and Tang (2021) explored 
graduate-level L2 English users’ English 
learning strategies by focusing on the re-
lation between such strategies and their 
learning anxiety as well as learning avoid-
ance in EMI programs. Results suggest that 
these learners manifested two major learn-
ing strategies, a self-regulated strategy and 
a critical thinking strategy. The self-reg-
ulated strategy was positively correlated 
with learners’ willingness to participate in 
EMI learning, whereas the critical thinking 
strategy had a significant indirect effect on 
learners’ willingness to participate, with 
learning anxiety serving as a mediator. 
Zha and Liu (2023) allocated successful 
L2 English learners’ language learning 

strategies to four major categories, namely 
cognitive, affective, self-managing, and 
referencing strategies. They conclude that 
holistic learning strategies are more likely 
to lead to successful EFL learning. Mao 
and Peng (2024) investigated L2 English 
learners’ learning strategies in an EMI pro-
gram affiliated to a Chinese university and 
discovered that non-English-major stu-
dents resorted to elaborating, organizing, 
and critical thinking learning strategies 
significantly more frequently than their 
English-major counterparts.

In addition to the first line of research 
that focuses on the types of language learn-
ing strategy used, a second line of studies 
concentrates on how language learning 
strategies are related to learners’ language 
proficiency.  For instance, Tai and Zhao 
(2024) revealed that, for learners attend-
ing EMI universities in Hong Kong, the 
selection of learning strategy to apply, and 
the degree of learning motivation served 
as two important factors that affected their 
proficiency in English. Magyar et al. (2022) 
also found that, for Hungarian-speaking 
L2 English learners at university level, 
a controlling strategy functioned as the 
favored strategy, and that memorizing 
and elaborating strategies exerted signif-
icant direct effects on learners’ learning 
outcomes. Similarly, Habok et al. (2022) 
found that Hungarian learners with higher 
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achievement demonstrated higher level 
of use of learning strategies than those 
counterparts with lower achievements. 
They also confirmed that learners’ use of 
strategies had significant effects on their 
attitudes toward English learning. Yu et al. 
(2023) noticed that, relative to non-mobile 
learning, mobile learning helped learners 
achieve higher level of motivation, more 
chance to resort to language learning strat-
egies, and improved learning achievement, 
suggesting a correlation between language 
learning strategies usage and language 
learning outcomes. Liu and Chen (2023) 
identified language learning strategies as 
a significant predictor of Chinese L2 En-
glish learners’ attainment of English and 
as a significant mediator between learners’ 
learning styles and their learning out-
comes. Esmaeil Nejad et al. (2022) report-
ed a strong relationship between learners’ 
use of language learning strategies and 
their writing abilities as well as a strong 
connection between their critical thinking 
competences and their learning strategy 
usage. However, these EFL learners’ criti-
cal thinking competence did not serve as a 
significant mediator between their writing 
abilities and their application of language 
learning strategies.

Some scholars specifically researched 
how self-regulated writing strategies 
affected L2 English learners’ writing 

abilities. Sun and Wang (2020) measured 
2nd-year Chinese university students’ 
self-regulated writing learning strategy 
and found that such a strategy functioned 
as a significant predictor of learners’ writ-
ing abilities in English. Bai and Wang 
(2021) investigated the self-regulated 
writing strategy and writing proficiency 
in English of 8th-grade students in Hong 
Kong and found that students having 
different levels of writing proficiency 
witnessed stratified levels of use of the 
self-regulated writing strategy and that 
this strategy constituted an important 
contributor to their writing abilities in En-
glish. They further reported that these stu-
dents’ writing motivation had a significant 
effect on to what degree they resorted to 
self-regulated writing strategy.

EMI in China: Students’ challenges, 
success, support, and other factors 

 
A wealth of literature has focused on 

EMI in Chinese universities. Some of these 
studies have investigated the challenges 
and difficulties faced by learners and in-
structors in EMI universities. For example, 
Galloway and Ruegg (2022) explored in-
structors’ and learners’ concerns regarding 
EMI education in China and Japan. Results 
suggested that, in these expanding circle 
countries, instructors’ achievement of na-
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tive-like English proficiency has gained 
increasing attention. Galloway and Ruegg 
(2022) further discuss whether it is imper-
ative to require non-native English-speak-
ing teachers to attain native-like proficien-
cy. Similarly, Zhou et al. (2021) surveyed 
what difficulties students encounter in 
EMI universities and what support they 
receive.  Zhou et al. (2021) identified three 
main types of support in these universities, 
including teacher-based assistance, pre-en-
rollment language enhancement programs, 
and learning-and writing-assistance pro-
grams. These forms of extra support play 
important roles in reducing instructors’ 
stress and facilitate students’ understand-
ing of their course content.  

Another branch of studies has concen-
trated on how EMI universities or pro-
grams can address the above-mentioned 
challenges. Galloway and Ruegg (2020) 
investigated EMI programs in China and 
Japan and found that neither instructors nor 
learners were satisfied with the teaching 
and learning support provided by the pro-
grams.  As EMI-program students viewed 
English proficiency as a key to their aca-
demic success in EMI programs, Galloway 
and Ruegg (2020) encouraged such pro-
grams to offer more English learning-relat-
ed assistance. Gay (2022) suggested tech-
nology-based support for English learning 
in EMI programs.  Corbett, Yan, Yeoh and 

Lee (2023) collected a number of ways in 
which technology is leveraged in Chinese 
EMI institutions to offer students support. 
McKinley et al. (2021) claimed that EMI 
programs in China tended to provide En-
glish language assistance programs, such 
as general language support focusing on 
students’ reading and writing skills, as well 
as discipline-based language support.

A third category of research has fo-
cused on understanding what factors 
contribute to students’ academic suc-
cess in EMI programs or universities in 
China. Xie and Curle (2022) found that 
students’ “perceived success” serves 
as a robust predictor of their academic 
achievements (p. 585). Yu et al. (2021) 
found that an EMI-program student’s 
degree of prowess in using transla-
tion strategies when encountering En-
glish materials affected their academic 
achievement. Xiao and Qiu (2022) re-
ported a significant relationship between 
EMI university students’ global per-
spective and their willingness to speak 
English, which further closely related to 
their academic success in the EMI con-
text. In addition, EMI students’ learning 
motivation and learning attitudes both 
served as important predictors of their 
academic achievement (Hu & Wu, 2020; 
Zhang & Pladevall-Ballester, 2023). 
Research on cooperative universities
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their learning processes were enhanced 
by instruction that facilitated this aspect 
of their development. Students in coop-
erative institutions benefit from targeted, 
supplementary language assistance.

Another category of research has fo-
cused on students’ subsequent develop-
ment. Zou et al. (2022) investigated the 
relationship between attending cooperative 
universities and students’ later academic 
achievement. They maintain that EMI-
based cooperative universities in China 
help their undergraduate students obtain 
more advantages in relation to academic 
success in their future postgraduate pro-
grams, compared to students from non-
EMI, non-cooperative universities. In 
addition, based on students’ employment 
and development reports, published by six 
cooperative universities in China, Wu et 
al. (2022) noticed that students who grad-
uated from such institutes attained distinct 
advantages in the job market and in pursuit 
of graduate studies than their counterparts 
in non-cooperative universities.

The Current Study

Based on the above literature review, 
we identified the following research gaps: 
First, English-medium institutions in an 
expanding circle nation, such as those of 
cooperative universities in China, pres-

Studies regarding cooperative universi-
ties mainly focused on students’ on-cam-
pus life and their future development. For 
example, Hang and Zhang (2022) studied 
how students adapted themselves when 
transitioning from a traditional non-EMI 
educational environment to an EMI co-
operative university. They suggest that 
‘Student Initiative’, defined as students’ 
motivation and willingness, served as a 
pivotal factor for their successful tran-
sition. Zhang (2023) explored students’ 
evaluation of cooperative institutions and 
found that, in cooperative universities, 
they are most satisfied with the advantag-
es afforded by an innovative combination 
of both domestic and international edu-
cation, which are manifest in materials 
development and other aspects of the 
educational culture. Zuo et al. (2022) 
investigated first-year cooperative uni-
versity students’ socializing patterns and 
found that their prior English learning en-
vironment, willingness to socialize, goal 
setting, and English proficiency played 
important roles in shaping their social life 
patterns. Han (2023) investigated how an 
EMI-based cooperative university shaped 
students’ motivation and learning expe-
riences. In such cooperative universities, 
students’ learning motivation and lan-
guage proficiency played important roles; 



107Innovative Teaching and Learning 6 (1)

ent unique features in terms of language 
usage as English is the main language for 
instruction but not the language of daily 
usage. Which English language strate-
gies used by students in such universities 
remain uninvestigated? Second, in such 
universities, the relationship between 
students’ English learning strategies and 
their English proficiency is a topic that 
has not been fully addressed. As a result, 
the following three research questions 
guided the present study:

RQ1: What English language learning 
strategies do non-English speaking 
students adopt in an EMI university in 
China?

RQ2: What characterizes non-En-
glish-speaking university students’ 
English learning strategies in an EMI 
university in China?

RQ3: How do non-English-speaking 
university students’ English learning 
strategies correspond to their English 
learning history, and their English pro-
ficiency? 

Methodology

Research Instrument

The present study used the Strategy 
Inventory for Language Learning (SILL, 
version 7.0) published by Oxford (1989) 

as the data collection instrument. SILL has 
long been used as the major data collection 
tool for collecting English language learn-
ers’ language learning strategies, especial-
ly for those who learn English as a second 
language (ESL) or as a foreign language 
(EFL). The survey consists of six parts, 
containing 50 questions in total. The first 
part, Part A, focuses on the effectiveness 
of learners’ memory (9 questions). The 
second and third parts evaluate learners’ 
“mental process” (14 questions) and “com-
pensation for missing knowledge” (6 ques-
tions) respectively. The remaining three 
parts investigate learners “organization 
and evaluation of learning (9 questions),” 
“emotional management (6 questions),” 
and “cooperative learning (6 questions)” 
respectively. All questions are measured 
on a 5-point scale with score 1 indicating 
“never or almost never true or me” and 5 
meaning “always or almost always true of 
me”.

In addition to the 50 SILL questions 
(Oxford, 1989), additional questions per-
taining to learners’ background and En-
glish learning history were asked including 
age, gender, English scores in Gaokao 
(University Entrance Examination in 
China), at what age they started learning 
English, total number of years of learning 
English, total number of months of staying 
in English-speaking countries, and self-rat-
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ed English proficiency in speaking, listen-
ing, reading, and writing (measured on a 
10-point scale with 1 meaning minimal 
proficiency and 10 indicating very profi-
cient). 

Participants

A total of 546 undergraduate students 
from a Mainland China-Hong Kong coop-
erative university located in southern Chi-

na were invited to participate in this study. 
Among them, 389 participants were Year 
1 student who just started attending this 
English-medium university whereas 207 
participants were Year 2 student who have 
experienced English-medium education in 
this university for 1 year.  Participants de-
mographic information is demonstrated in 
Table 1.

Table 1

Participants’ Information (Means, SDs in parentheses, and Ranges)

Year 1 Participants
(N = 339)

Year 2 Participants 
(N = 207) t-test results

Gender Female (65.19%)
Male (34.81%)

Female (73.91%)
Male (26.09%) NA

Age 18.01 (0.44)
16 - 20

19.17 (0.81)
18 -  23

t = -19.10, p < .0001

English score in Gaokao 123.91 (10.44)
95 - 144

127.28 (9.27)
103 - 146

t = -3.70, p < .001

Starting age of learning 
English

6.12 (2.08)
1 - 13

6.57 (2.27)
2 - 13.5 t = -2.30, p = .02

Years of learning English 11.74 (2.05)
6 - 18

12.43 (2.41)
3 - 17.5 t = -3.38, p < .001

Months of staying in En-
glish-speaking countries 

1.97 (5.08)
0 - 60

2.13 (6.36)
0 -  72 t = -.27, p = .79

Self-rated speaking score 5.50 (1.92)
1 - 9

5.42 (1.57)
1 -  9 t = .52, p = .61

Self-rated listening score 5.88 (1.68)
1 - 10

5.81 (1.66)
1 -  10 t = .46, p = .65

Self-rated 
reading score

6.37 (1.56)
1 - 10

6.37 (1.39)
2 -  10 t = -.002, p = 1.00

Self-rated 
writing score

5.37 (1.65)
1 - 9

5.42 (1.47)
1 -  9 t = -.43, p = .67
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Procedures

Data collection on Year 1 students took 
place during the English Enhancement 
Program that was designed for freshman 
students. The purpose of this program was 
to familiarize new entry students with the 
English-medium teaching and learning envi-
ronment and to improve their English read-
ing, writing, listening, and speaking skills. In 
other words, Year 1 students had no learning 
experiences in the EMI context. Data collec-
tion on Year 2 students, on the other hand, 
occurred during the regular teaching periods. 
Participants were from an English for aca-
demic purposes course in the university. Year 
2 students had at least 1 year of learning ex-
perience in the EMI context. 

For both groups of participants, printed 
questionnaires were printed on A-4 size pa-
per and were distributed to them during class 
time. It took the participants approximately 
10 to 20 minutes to finish the questionnaire. 

Data Analysis

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was 
first conducted to demonstrated the relation 
between item questions and possible latent 
variables. Based on the results, items that 
cross loaded with more than 1 factors or had 
no significant loading results were deleted. 
Also, based on the EFA results, the number 
of factors and their scores were calculated. 

Factor scores were compared between 

Year 1 and Year 2 students using a two-
way ANOVA analysis with a 3 (strategies) 
× 2 (Year1/Year2) mixed factorial design. 
Students’ years of study served as the be-
tween-subject factor whereas strategies 
scores served as the within-subject factor. 

 In addition to EFA and ANOVA, a 
structural equational model (SEM) was 
used to analyze the relation between partic-
ipants’ strategies, English learning history, 
and their self-related English proficiency. 

Results

Descriptive Statistics 

Missing data was dealt with using mean 
imputation. A total of 78 data points were 
missing, which accounted for 0.29% of the 
complete data set. According to Watkins 
(2018), “mean imputation is acceptable when 
<10% of the data are missing” (p. 225). 

Exploratory Factor Analysis

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was 
performed using the Principal Axis Fac-
toring extraction method and the Promax 
rotation method. Results suggest a 4-factor 
model as 10 items were significantly load-
ed on Factor 1 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82), 
11 items on Factor 2 (Cronbach’s alpha 
= 0.82), 7 items on Factor 3 (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.79), and 3 items on Factor 4 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.44). The other items 
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with insignificant loadings were excluded 
from any further analysis. The EFA result 
is shown in the Appendix. Based on pre-
vious research, Factor 1 was interpreted 
as cognitive strategies (i.e., Strategy 1), 
Factor 2 as metacognitive strategies (i.e., 
Strategy 2), and Factor 3 as compensatory/
evaluating/affective strategies (i.e., Strate-
gy 3), and Factor 4 as translation strategy 
(i.e., Strategy 4) (Chen et al., 2020).

ANOVA Analysis 

Since the 4th factor (i.e., translation 
strategy) showed a poor internal consis-
tency, it was not included in the following 
data analysis. As a result, an ANOVA 
analysis focusing on the first three types 
of strategies was performed. The average 
score of these three strategies are present-
ed in Table 2. A 3 (strategies) × 2 (study 
years: Year1/Year2) mixed-factorial ANO-
VA was performed. 

ANOVA results indicate that the main 
effect of study years was significant (F(1, 
544) = 16.24, p < .001, η2 =.020). Year 1 
students demonstrated significantly higher 
scores for strategy usage than their Year 2 

counterparts. The main effect of strategies 
was also significant F(2, 1088) = 415.23, 
p < .001, η2 =.20). Pairwise comparisons 
using Bonferroni correction suggested 
significant differences in scores between 
strategy 1 and strategy 2 (p < .001), be-
tween strategy 2 and strategy 3 (p < .001), 
and between strategy 1 and strategy 3 (p 
< .001). Among them, strategy 3 achieved 
the highest score, followed by strategy 1, 
whereas strategy 2 had the lowest score. 

ANOVA analysis further suggested a 
significant interaction effect between the 
study years and the strategies (F(2, 1088) = 
4.21, p = .015, η2 =.003). Pairwise compar-
isons using Bonferroni correction indicated 
significant differences between Year-1 and 
Year-2 students in their use of strategy 2 
(i.e., metacognitive strategy; p < .0001) and 
in that of strategy 3 (i.e., compensatory/
evaluating/affective strategy; p < .001) as 
Year-1 students demonstrated significantly 
higher scores in these two strategies than 
Year-2 students did. However, there was no 
significant difference between Year-1 and 
Year 2 students in their use of strategy 1 (i.e., 
cognitive strategy; p = .066).

Table 2
Descriptive statistics of the mean scores and SDs (in parentheses) of the three strategies 

Strategy 1
(cognitive)

Strategy 2
(metacognitive)

Strategy 3
(compensatory/evaluating/affective)

Year 1 3.55 (0.67) 3.22 (0.65) 3.99 (0.60)
Year 2 3.44 (0.63) 2.95 (0.66) 3.80 (0.63)
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Figure 1

ANOVA result

language learning strategy usage. The 
composite score of Strategy 1 (β = .75, 
p < .001), Strategy 2 (β = .70, p < .001), 
and Strategy 3 (β = .71, p < .001) were all 
significantly loaded on the latent variable 
of language learning strategy usage.

The model (Figure 2) demonstrated a 
mediocre model fit (CFI = 0.932; RMSEA 
= 0.088; χ2 (df = 8) = 38.53, p < .001). 
Firstly, learners’ English learning history 

Structural Equation Model (SEM)

Before conducting a path analysis us-
ing SEM to understand the relationship 
between EMI-university students’ English 
learning history, English learning strategy, 
and self-rated English proficiency, a con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) to confirm 
whether the manifested composite scores 
of the three strategies are significantly 
loaded on the latent variable of students’ 
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had significant effects on their language 
learning strategy. To be more specific, 
years of learning English (β = .12, p = 
.02), length of staying in English-speaking 
countries (β = .10, p = .045), and which 
study year they were in (β = -.24, p < .001) 
all had significant effects on their use of 
language learning strategy.

Secondly,  part icipants’ language 
learning strategy usage demonstrated a 
significant effect on their self-rated pro-
ficiency in English (β = .71, p < .001). 
However, participants’ English learning 

history, including years of learning (β 
= .08, p = .07), length of staying in En-
glish-speaking countries (β = .03, p = 
.53), and their study years (β = .04, p = 
.33), had no significant direct effect on 
their self-rated English proficiency. Nev-
ertheless, length of learning (β = .05, p = 
.02) and their study year (i.e., Year 1 vs. 
Year 2) (β = -.10, p < .001) had signif-
icant indirect effects on their self-rated 
English proficiency with participants’ 
language learning strategy usage being a 
significant mediator. 

Figure 2

Structure equation model result
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Discussion

Summary of the results and responses to 
research questions

Using multiple statistical data analysis 
techniques, the three research questions 
have been addressed. For the first and 
second research questions, the present 
study found that non-English-speaking 
students in an EMI-based cooperative 
university in China mainly adopted three 
types of language learning strategies: cog-
nitive, metacognitive, and compensatory/
evaluating/ affective strategies. Based on 
the EFA results, questions pertaining to 
learners’ mental and cognitive processes 
were significantly loaded on the cognitive 
strategies (i.e., Strategy 1). Moreover, 
learners’ goal setting, self-supervision, 
and strategy adjustment learning methods 
were significantly loaded on metacogni-
tive strategies (i.e., Strategy 2). Lastly, 
learners’ self-evaluation and emotion-re-
lated learning methods were closely re-
lated to Strategy 3. The use of strategies 
and their categorization based on the 
EFA results were consistent with previ-
ous researchers’ classification of learning 
strategies. As Chen et al. (2020) have dis-
cussed, some scholars have categorized 
learning strategies as “metacognitive, 
cognitive, and social/affective strategies” 
(p. 240) whereas some other researchers 

classified language learning strategies as 
“cognitive, memory, and compensatory” 
(p. 240).

It is worth noting that, for both Year 1- 
and Year 2 participants, the compensatory/
evaluating/affective strategies (i.e., Strate-
gy 3) were resorted to the most, followed 
by the cognitive strategies (i.e., Strategy 
1), and the metacognitive strategies (i.e., 
Strategy 2) were used the least. This rank-
ing of the three categories of language 
learning strategies was identical between 
Year 1- and Year 2 students attending this 
EMI-based cooperative university. That 
Strategy 3 was used the most could be 
attributed to the fact that both Year 1 and 
Year 2 students were still immature in 
terms of cognitive development and emo-
tional management. For these young learn-
ers, learning-related stress is becoming 
increasingly challenging to deal with, due 
to difficulties in transitioning to EMI from 
traditional Chinese-medium education and 
because of their increasingly stressful pur-
suit of competitive academic goals, such as 
a high GPA. Affective strategies, such as 
self-relaxation and self-encouragement ap-
pear to be very important for students’ ad-
aptation to and success in an EMI-centered 
learning context. As a results, students 
tended to use Strategy 3 more than the 
other two categories of strategies. It is also 
worth discussing the finding that Strategy 
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2 (i.e., metacognitive strategies) was re-
sorted to the least. This may due to the fact 
that metacognitive strategies require stu-
dents to possess the ability to set reason-
able goals, effectively supervise their own 
learning process, accurately evaluate their 
own learning outcomes, and properly ad-
just their learning methods. Such strategies 
require a higher level of cognitive develop-
ment, self-regulation, and self-evaluation 
for learners, qualities that are generally 
lacking among university-level English 
learners. As a consequence, this type of 
strategy was used the least.

Another interesting finding of the 
present study is that Year 2 students used 
language learning strategies significantly 
less than their Year 1 counterparts. This 
could be because Year 2 students had al-
ready had 1 year of learning experiences in 
an EMI-based cooperative university and 
had somewhat adapted to English-medium 
teaching and the learning environment. In 
this case, learning the English language 
itself is no longer a goal; rather, using 
English as a medium or a tool to acquire 
content knowledge is of great importance 
for them. As a result, they may have paid 
less attention to how to learn English, 
compared to freshmen students, as more 
attention and time should be paid to content 
knowledge learning. This finding echoes 
that of Hu and Wu (2020) who observed 

that Chinese university students prefer to 
focus more on content knowledge than on 
English learning. 

Research question 3 regarding the rela-
tionship between students’ English learning 
history, strategy usage, and their self-rated 
proficiency in English has also been well 
answered. The structural equation model 
results suggest that students’ English learn-
ing history, including how many years they 
have learned English and how long they 
have stayed in native-English-speaking 
countries had no direct effect on students’ 
self-rated English proficiency. Also, stu-
dents’ study year (i.e., Year 1 vs. Year 2) 
had no direct effect on their self-rated 
English proficiency. However, the length 
of learning English and study year had sig-
nificant indirect effects on their self-rated 
proficiency with language learning strate-
gies being significant mediators. In other 
words, language learning strategies play an 
important role in the English learning pro-
cess among the students who study in this 
EMI-based cooperative university as they 
mediated learners’ learning experiences 
and their language proficiency. 

Pedagogical implications for EMI 
universities and cooperative universities 
in China

A number of pedagogical implications 
follow from this study. Teachers are en-
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couraged to provide a more immersive 
English environment for learners in EMI 
universities or cooperative institutes. De-
spite their English-medium teaching and 
learning, learners’ L1s may still play an 
important role in daily-life conversation 
with their peers or even between them and 
nonnative-English-speaking teaching staff 
(e.g., native-Chinese speakers), which 
might be a factor that undermines stu-
dents’ learning outcomes. Albeit that there 
is heated discussion regarding translan-
guaging in the process of second language 
acquisition, the present study suggests 
significant direct effect of length of stay in 
a native-speaking environment on learners’ 
language learning strategies. EMI universi-
ties should therefore give serious consider-
ation to the formulation of language usage 
policies that attempt to provide richer En-
glish-speaking contexts for students. 

Considering the lower level of usage 
of the cognitive and the metacognitive 
strategies, teaching staff could consider 
providing more training programs, sharing 
sessions, lectures, and activities targeting 
at improving students’ self-regulation and 
self-evaluation, as well as their self-adjust-
ing strategies. 

Limitations and future directions

The current study has attempted to 
investigate how an EMI cooperative uni-

versity in southern China shapes language 
learners’ English learning strategies. Our 
results indicate that this type of university 
setting might well play a role in diminish-
ing students’ reliance on certain types of 
language learning strategy. However, this 
interpretation might be inaccurate as the 
present research did not compare results 
from a set of EMI-based cooperative uni-
versities and those from a corresponding 
group of traditional Chinese-medium uni-
versities. Future research should consider 
involving more Chinese-medium insti-
tutes in similar studies.

The present study only involved quanti-
tative research methods. Investigation into 
the reasons behind the quantitative findings 
could be realized by conducting qualitative 
research methods (e.g., in-depth interview) 
or by conducting mixed-methods research. 
Future research studies could consider di-
versify their research methods, data collec-
tion methods, and data analysis methods.

Conclusion

This study investigated English as a 
foreign language (EFL) learners’ English 
language learning strategies in an En-
glish-medium cooperative university in 
China. It also explored the relationship be-
tween students’ English learning strategies, 
their English learning history, and their 
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self-rated English proficiency. The results 
revealed that students in this kind of EMI 
university setting mainly used cognitive, 
metacognitive, and compensatory/eval-
uating/ affective strategies. Results also 
showed that Year 2 students resorted to 
language learning strategies less frequent-
ly than their Year 1 counterparts. Finally, 
learners’ learning strategies mediated their 
English learning history and their self-rat-
ed English proficiency. Suggestions were 
put forward to improve students’ English 
learning by providing more immersive En-
glish-speaking context and by improving 

their cognitive and metacognitive skills. 

Note

This study was sponsored by the Si-
no-Foreign Cooperative Education Re-
search Association Branch: The “14th 
Five-Year” Research Projects of the Year 
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办学研究分会“十四五”规划 2022 年

度课题 ](5,000 RMB) by the Guangdong 
Institute of Higher Education [ 广东省高

等教育学会 ]. The funding number is GA-
HE22CRS004.

References

Bai, B., & Wang, J. (2021). Hong Kong secondary students’ self-regulated learning 
strategy and English writing: Influences of motivational beliefs. System, 96, 
102404. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102404 

Chen, X., Wang, C., & Kim, D.-H. (2020). Self-regulated learning strategy profiles 
among English as a foreign language learners. TESOL Quarterly, 54(1), 234-251. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.540 

Corbett, J., Yan, E. M., Yeoh, J., & Lee, J. (Eds.). (2023). Multilingual education year-
book 2023: Teaching with technology in English-medium instruction universities 
in multilingual China. Springer Nature.

Esmaeil Nejad, M., Izadpanah, S., Namaziandost, E., & Rahbar, B. (2022). The me-
diating role of critical thinking abilities in the relationship between English 
as a foreign language learners’ writing performance and their language learn-
ing strategies. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 746445. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyg.2022.746445 

Galloway, N., & Ruegg, R. (2020). The provision of student support on English Medi-



117Innovative Teaching and Learning 6 (1)

um Instruction programmes in Japan and China. Journal of English for Academic 
Purposes, 45, 100846. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2020.100846 

Galloway, N., & Ruegg, R. (2022). English Medium Instruction (EMI) lecturer support 
needs in Japan and China. System, 105, 102728. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sys-
tem.2022.102728 

Gay, F. (2022). Investigating the effects of technology-enhanced vocabulary learning 
strategy instruction on supporting mixed-ability EMI learners studying a jour-
nalism and communication major: An action research project at a university 
in China. Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 55, 101068. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jeap.2021.101068 

Habok, A., Magyar, A., & Molnar, G. (2022). Investigating the relationship among En-
glish language learning strategies, language achievement and attitude. Frontiers 
in Psychology, 13, 867714. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.867714 

Han, S. (2023). English medium instruction at Sino-foreign cooperative education 
institutions in China: Is internationalising teaching and learning possible? Lan-
guage, Culture and Curriculum, 36(1), 83-99. https://doi.org/10.1080/07908318.
2022.2032127 

Hang Y., & Zhang, X. (2022). How Chinese students manage their transition to higher 
education effectively: Student initiative at Sino-Foreign cooperative universities. 
Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2022.
2047610 

Hu, J., & Wu, P. (2020). Understanding English language learning in tertiary En-
glish-medium instruction contexts in China. System, 93, 102305. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102305 

Liu, M., & Chen, Z. (2023). Predictive and mediating effects of learning strategies and 
styles on Chinese undergraduate students’ English achievement. The Asia-Pa-
cific Education Researcher, 33, 1083-1091. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-023-
00775-5 

Magyar, A., Habok, A., & Molnar, G. (2022). Exploring the role of English as a foreign 
language receptive skills and learning strategy usage in the ability to acquire and 
apply knowledge at the beginning of higher education. Frontiers in Psychology, 



118 Peter Xiao Luo et al.

13, 808546. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.808546

Mao, Y., & Peng, J.-E. (2024). Exploring Chinese university students’ learning strategy 
use in English-medium instruction courses. The Asia-Pacific Education Research-
er, 33, 209–218. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-023-00720-6 

McKinley, J., Rose, H., & Zhou, S. (2021). Transnational universities and English 
medium instruction in China: How admissions, language support and language 
use differ in Chinese universities. RELC Journal, 52(2), 236-252. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00336882211020032 

Oxford, R. L. (1989). Use of language learning strategies: A synthesis of stud-
ies with implications for strategy training. System, 17, 235-247. https://doi.
org/10.1016/0346-251X(89)90036-5

Sun, T., & Wang, C. (2020). College students’ writing self-efficacy and writing 
self-regulated learning strategies in learning English as a foreign language. Sys-
tem, 90, 102221. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102221 

Tai, K. W. H., & Zhao, Y. V. (2024). Success factors for English as a second language 
university students’ attainment in academic English language proficiency: Ex-
ploring the roles of secondary school medium-of-instruction, motivation and lan-
guage learning strategies. Applied Linguistics Review, 15(2), 611-641. https://doi.
org/10.1515/applirev-2022-0049 	

Tai, T.-E., & Tang, C. W. (2021). The role of graduate students’ learning strategies in 
reducing their English medium instruction avoidance: The mediation effect of 
language anxiety. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 41(2), 368-384. https://doi.
org/10.1080/02188791.2020.1777937 

Watkins, M. W. (2018). Exploratory factor analysis: A guide to best practice. Journal 
of Black Psychology, 44(3), 219-246.

Wu, S., Zhou, S., Huang, M., & Chen, W. (2022). Employment prospects of graduates 
from Sino-foreign cooperative universities in China. Journal of Studies in Inter-
national Education, 26(1), 21-43. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315320957433 

Xiao, Y., & Qiu, X. (2022). A study of the relationship between students’ global per-
spective and willingness to communicate in English at an English medium in-



119Innovative Teaching and Learning 6 (1)

struction university in China. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 873766. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.873766 

Xie, W., & Curle, S. (2022). Success in English Medium Instruction in China: Significant 
indicators and implications. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bi-
lingualism, 25(2), 585–597. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1703898 

Yu, S., Wang, Y., Jiang, L., & Wang, B. (2021). Coping with EMI (English as a medi-
um of instruction): Mainland China students’ strategies at a university in Macau. 
Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 58(4), 462-472. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14703297.2020.1784248 

Yu, Z., Xu, W., & Sukjairungwattana, P. (2023). Motivation, learning strategies, and 
outcomes in mobile English language learning. The Asia-Pacific Education Re-
searcher, 32, 545–560. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-022-00675-0 

Zha, D., & Liu, D. (2023). A holistic system of English learning strategies grounded on 
successful EFL learners. SAGE Open, 1–11.

Zhang, M., & Pladevall-Ballester, E. (2023). Students’ English-medium instruction 
motivation in three English-medium instruction courses in China. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 13, 1077852. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1077852 

Zhang, Y. (2023). Student evaluation of Sino-foreign cooperative universities: From 
the perspective of internationalization of higher education. Aisa Pacific Journal 
of Education, 43(4), 1107-1124. https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2021.2008872 

Zuo, H., Guo, Y., McDougall, J., & Zhang, W. (2022). Study abroad at home: First-year 
undergraduates’ socialization into the community of practice in a Sino-America 
cooperative education institute in China. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 1–16. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2022.2056578 

Zhou, S., & Rose, H. (2021). Self-regulated listening of students at transition from 
high school to an English medium instruction (EMI) transnational university in 
China. System, 103, 102644. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2021.102644 

Zhou, S., McKinley, J., Rose, H., & Xu, X. (2021). English medium higher education 
in China: Challenges and ELT support. ELT Journal, 76(2), 261-271. https://doi.
org/10.1093/elt/ccab082 



120 Peter Xiao Luo et al.

Zou, B., Wang, X., & Yu, C. (2022). The impact of Sino-foreign cooperative uni-
versities in China on Chinese postgraduate students’ learning performances in 
the United Kingdom and United States. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 1012614. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1012614 

Appendix
Exploratory Factor Analysis Results

Items Factor 1 
(cognitive)

Factor 2 
(meta-cognitive)

Factor 3 
(compensatory/ 

evaluating/
affective)

Factor 4 
(translation)

Cronbach’s alpha 0.82 0.82 0.79 0.44
Item1
Item11
Item12
Item13
Item14
Item15
Item16
Item17
Item30
Item50
Item8
Item34
Item35
Item36
Item37
Item41
Item43
Item44
Item46
Item47
Item48
Item24
Item29
Item32
Item33
Item38
Item39
Item40
Item19
Item21
Item25

0.48
0.74
0.65
0.59
0.70
0.46
0.69
0.53
0.42
0.50

0.46
0.63
0.60
0.44
0.55
0.50
0.62
0.50
0.46
0.49
0.59

0.57
0.55
0.58
0.74
0.47
0.44
0.41

0.43
0.54
0.42
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