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Effective Learning Strategies in English Listening Comprehension
Abstract

Most teachers are easy to neglect listening comprehension acquisition among four skills in
English teaching because it’s not obvious enough. Only the listeners know what or how much
they understand. Also, there is no listening comprehension training or examination included in
high school or required in entrance examination of university. All of these deeply affect the
EFL listening comprehension of technical college students.

The purpose of this article is to investigate what learning strategies used by technical
students in listening comprehension, how they affect learning proficiency, and how both of
them correlate with each other. The author found out a way of obtaining good learning
proficiency to help students reach their goal of effective learning in listening comprehension.
The subjects were five-year junior college students in the Department of Applied Foreign
Languages. Statistics analysis methods, such as T-test, analysis of variance, Pearson product-
moment correlation and multiple regression analysis were adopted.

The author investigates the following problems concerning listening comprehension. (1)
Whether gender, proficiency level and abroad experience play an important role in listening
strategy use? (2) What strategies do students prefer during the process of learning? (3) What
are the effective learning strategies in listening comprehension? (4) What are the relationships
of listening strategies and proficiency?
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1. Introduction

English listening comprehension has been ignored for a long time. The main reason is that
it was not included in entrance examinations for admission to senior high schools, colleges and
universities in Taiwan. Most students and even their English teachers neglected the importance
of this skill. Recently, the committee of College Entrance Exams Center has some English
listening comprehension tests for students to take voluntarily, and some universities have also
declared that they adopt listening comprehension scores as one of the required elements of
admission to their schools. Therefore, students may take it more seriously.

Several factors affect the listening achievement of a second language acquisition. One of
the most significant factors is learning strategy. A lot of researchers and teachers try hard to
find out possible ways to help students listen successfully. Also, many studies have
investigated the influence of listening strategies to EFL and other language learner. There are
some positive results found by Paulauskas (1989), Herron & Seay (1991), and Thompson &
Rubin (1996) et al. Good language learners often make use of appropriate learning strategies to
facilitate their learning (Nyikos, 1987). Effective EFL listeners employed more learning
strategies than ineffective listeners did (Oxford et al., 1993; Lu, 1996; Ku, 1998; Lin, 2000;
Cheng, 2000). The differences in listening strategies use by efficient and inefficient learners
were also investigated in their studies. Hosenfeld (1984) indicated that training less successful
learners to use the strategies of their successful peers helps the learners perform the target
language better. Therefore, teachers can teach learners strategy use to help them have effective
learning.

As a result, studies on various language learning strategies are important. Although there
are many studies on EFL learning strategies in Taiwan, few researchers pay attention to
five-year junior college students’ English learning strategy use. This study aims to understand
the listening strategy use of junior college students and investigate the relationships between
listening strategies and learning proficiency.

2. Literature Review

There are many studies on language learning strategies. Rubin (1975) indicated that the
“good language learner has much to teach us about learning strategies”. Then Rubin (1981)
adopted various procedures to identify learning strategies, including observations and
videotaping of classrooms. Wenden (1983) investigated self-directed learning among adult
foreign language learners. Considerable researchers further investigate variables that may
influence learners’ strategy use (Macintyre & Noels, 1996; Oxford & Nyikos, 1989).
Concerning strategy applications, recent efforts for learning strategy applications in second
language attributed to Oxford and Ehrman (1987). They concluded that greater use of learning
strategies have been among more successful learners. (Oxford and Nyikos, 1989; Oxford and
Burry-Stock, 1995). “Even within the same culture, strategy use may differ” (Oxford,
Hollaway, & Murillo, 1992). On the side of the links between motivation and strategies, there
is a significant correlation between learners’ motivation and their strategy use (Schmidt, Boraie,
& Kassabgy, 1996; Okada, Oxford, & Abo, 1996).

Different classifications of learning strategies were found in the previous studies.

O’Malley & Chamot (1990) adopted the three-category learning strategies — metacognitive,
cognitive, and Social/affective strategies: under each or the three main categories are their
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subcategories. Another taxonomy of learning strategies that is very popular and has been used
in many studies is Oxford’s (1990) language learning strategy classification. She divided
learning strategies into six categories: memory strategies, cognitive strategies, compensation
strategies, metacognitive strategies, affective strategies, and social strategies.

Myrphy (1987) and O’Malley et al. (1989) pointed out that effective L2 listeners used
inferential, self-monitoring, and elaboration strategies more frequently than less effective L2
listeners. Vandergrift (1992) concluded that the learning strategies used by successful and less
successful listeners were different, and that the former made better use of metacognitive
strategies including planning for learning, monitoring the learning process and self-evaluating
learning after learning tasks. Vandergrift (1997) conducted a study examining listening
comprehension strategy across level of language proficiency (novice level vs. intermediate
level) and listening ability (successful vs. less successful listeners). Many effective/proficient
listeners tend to use learning strategies that are suitable to the task, material, self-objective,
needs, motivation and stage of learning (Oxford, 1990). Successful listeners usually possess
abilities to succeed while others lack those abilities (Rubin & Thompson, 1994). They usually
listen to oral messages, organize their aural input, and practice using the language. In addition,
they usually use linguistic knowledge and contextual cues to help them in comprehension
while they are listening.

In Taiwan, several studies have investigated the strategy use of college students in
different contexts (Yang, 1993; Sy, 1996; Hsiao, 1997). Yang (1993) adopted a modified
version of Oxford’s SILL to survey over five hundred college students. In six learning strategy
categories, she found that these EFL students using the compensation strategies, affective
strategies, and metacognitive strategies more often. Liu (1996) investigated the learners’
learning strategy use and its relationship to their achievement. The results support the
relationship between learning strategies and learning outcomes in terms of Stern’s model.
Chung (1999) also indicated positive relationships between the use of learning strategies and
the achievement. Chao (1999) studied the listening strategies used by English major students
from six universities. Teng (1999) examined the EFL listening comprehension strategies used
by technical college students and pointed out the urgent need to diagnose the students’ listening
problems. However, there are few studies on English listening strategy use of junior college
students.

3. Methodology

The subjects were 74 five-year junior college students in Department of Applied Foreign
Languages at Nanya Institute of Technology in 2004. Among 74 subjects, 12 were males and
62 were females. All of these subjects had the same training programs in English course. The
questionnaire consists of 50 items with a 5-point likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree”
(1 point) to “strongly agree” (5 points). It is a revised questionnaire based on the previous
studies of the following: Bacon, 1992; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Teng, 1996; Vandergrift,
1997; Chao, 1999; Wang, 2001. The questionnaire includes four groups: student’s background,
metacognitive strategies, cognitive strategies, and social/affective strategies. Internal
consistency reliability (Cronbach alpha) was analyzed to show how well a group of items
measures the same concept. The proficiency was evaluated by the average of the scores of
midterm and final examinations.

The author adopted SPSS 11.0 statistical package to compute collected data. There were

three independent variables including metacognitive strategies, cognitive strategies, and
social/affective strategies. The only dependent variable was learning proficiency. Mean value
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and standard deviation of each item were analyzed by descriptive statistics. And then, the
author ranked all of the items.

Independent-samples T-test was conducted to determine if there is a significant difference
of listening comprehension strategy use for subjects with different sexes, proficiency levels and
abroad experience. Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were computed to
understand relationships between three independent variables and a dependent variable.

A three-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) method was used to reveal the main and
interaction effects of three strategy categories on proficiency of the subjects. Multiple linear
regression analysis was adopted to determine the best combinations of three predicators. Also,
it evaluated the relative importance of each predicator in the relationships between predictors
and learning proficiency. The probability level of significance for T-test, ANOVA, correlation
analysis and regression analysis was set at 0.05.

4. Results and Discussion

In this study, the author adopted O’Malley & Chamot’s classification of learning strategies.
The listening comprehension strategy categories include metacognitive, cognitive, and
social/affective strategies. Based on the O’Malley & Chamot’s taxonomy, metacognitive
strategies refer to self-regulatory actions or techniques which learners use to plan, monitor, and
evaluate their own learning processes. Cognitive strategies refer to operations or techniques
that learners take to directly manipulate the incoming materials. This strategy category further
includes 14 subcategories - Repetition, Resourcing, Translation, Grouping, Note-taking,
Deduction, Recombination, Imagery, Auditory Representation, Keyword Method, Elaboration,
Transfer, Inferencing, and Summarizing. Social/affective strategies refer to subjects’
interactions with the teacher or per interactions to solve a problem, or subjects’ emotional
control over himself/herself, including subcategories such as cooperation, and question for
clarification.

Internal consistency reliability of each group of this questionnaire was analyzed firstly.
In the pilot test, the questionnaire was administered to 43 two-year junior college students.
The results showed that Cronbach alpha values are 0.85, 0.92 and 0.72 for metacognitive,
cognitive and social/affective strategies groups respectively. The overall Cronbach alpha
reliability was 0.94. Nunnally (1978) provided a widely accepted rule of thumb that alpha
should be at least 0.70 for a scale to demonstrate internal consistency. In this study, the
Cronbach alpha values were all above 0.7. It shows that this questionnaire had a good internal
consistency to evaluate student’s listening comprehension strategy use.

Mean values and standard deviations of various independent and dependent variables are
shown in Table 1. The mean value of overall strategies was 3.36 and those of three strategy
categories were 3.41, 3.37, and 3.32 respectively. It meant that five-year junior college
student’s learning strategy use was positive toward listening comprehension. The differences
among the employment of three listening comprehension strategy categories were small.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for listening comprehension strategy categories
Number of | Number of Standard
Rank Strategy Category Items Subjects Mean Deviation
1 Social/Affective 3 74 3.41 0.64
2 Metacognitive 18 74 3.37 0.47
3 Cognitive 29 74 3.32 0.49

In order to understand whether gender, proficiency level and abroad experience played an
important role in individual strategy category use, further analysis of T-test was performed.
The outcome was listed in Tables 2-4. The data in Table 2 indicate: 1. Females employed
greater use of “metacognitive” strategies. It reflected that they planned, self-monitored, and
self-regulated more frequently. 2. The general listening comprehension strategy use was almost
the same, but the learning proficiency of female was superior to that of male.

Table 2. T-test of listening comprehension strategy use and proficiency for gender differences

Variable Gender N;L:E?sc:tgf Mean Sgilgg:)dn t p
iti Male 12 3.32 0.56

Mgtt?;?eggr:gswe Female 62 3.38 0.46 038 0.709

Suategies | Female | a2 | 3ar | oap | 010 | 0923

ool e |12 |58 100 oy | o

All Strategies F'Z'rz;e ég g:gj 82; -0.05 0.962

Proficiency F'(\e/lrs;ie %é 2% (())2?3 -0.23 0.821

Regarding the subjects with different proficiency levels, the effective learners adopted
more listening comprehension strategies than ineffective learners did as shown in Table 3. It
existed significant difference in all strategy use (p < 0.001) for different proficiency levels.

Table 3. T-test of listening comprehension strategy use and proficiency for different proficiency levels

) Proficiency| Number of Standard
Variable . Mean . t p
Level Subjects Deviation
Metacognitive Low 24 3.10 0.44 -
) ) -5.06 0.000
Strategies High 24 3.73 0.41
Cognitive Low 24 3.14 0.44 ok
. . -3.59 0.001
Strategies High 24 3.65 0.53
Social/Affective|  Low 24 3.10 0.56 ik
) - -4.36 0.000
Strategies High 24 3.85 0.63
. Low 24 3.13 0.41 ok
All Strategies - -4.47 0.000
High 24 3.69 0.46
Low 24 2.96 0.42 x
Proficiency ) -12.53 0.000
High 24 4.46 0.42
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™ < 0.001

Table 4 lists the results of T-test for students with different abroad experiences. The
subjects with living abroad experience employed greater use of “cognitive” and
“social/affective” strategies. It reflected that they had stronger social orientation, but they got
worse grades.

Table 4. T-test of listening comprehension strategy use and proficiency for students with
different abroad experiences

. Abroad | Number of Standard
Variable . . Mean L t p
Experience| Subjects Deviation
Metacognitive No 60 3.37 0.45
. 0.12 0.908
Strategies Yes 14 3.35 0.58
Cognitive No 60 3.30 0.47
. -0.75 0.458
Strategies Yes 14 3.41 0.58
Social/Affective No 60 3.38 0.60
. -0.73 0.465
Strategies Yes 14 3.52 0.82
. No 60 3.33 0.44
All Strategies -0.48 0.632
Yes 14 3.38 0.56
- No 60 3.73 0.73
Proficiency -0.60 0.551
Yes 14 3.60 0.63

The listening comprehension strategy use of the subjects is ranked in Table 5. According
to Oxford (1990), strategies that had a mean higher than 3.5 were regarded as strategies with
high frequency of usage. The strategy use of top ten belonged to high frequency of usage and
was distributed into metacognitive and cognitive strategy categories. In the overall 50 learning
strategies, the most frequent used strategy item was “When | am listening to the text, I try to
understand each word | listen to.” The second was “If | don’t understand, I continue listening
seriously to clarify the following sentence.” The two least used learning strategy items were
“When | am listening to the text, | use my linguistic knowledge to facilitate my
understanding.” and “Before listening, | get ready for the task.” Both of the most frequent used
strategies and the least one belonged to cognitive strategy category.

In Table 5, the top five listening strategies by effective learners and ineffective learners
are compared. The author found that effective learners adopted ” When | am listening to the
text, | evaluate my knowledge of the topic”, “After listening to the text, | evaluate how much I
understand.” and “If I don’t understand what someone says to me in English, | would ask
him/her for repetition.” most frequently. It showed that effective learners had more
self-examination and they asked for help when they had problems.

Table 5. The rank of listening comprehension strategy use

Effective |Ineffective
Subjects | Subjects
Mean Rank Rank Rank

Cognitive 3.96 1 1 2

Strategy All Subjects

Strategy Item Category

When | am listening to the text, | try
to understand each word I listen to.
If 1 don’t understand, | continue| Metacognitive 3.95 2 2 1
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listening seriously to clarify the
following sentence.

When | am listening to the text, |
focus on my comprehension to make
sure of the correctness.

Metacognitive

3.77

When | am listening to the text, |
evaluate my knowledge of the topic.

Metacognitive

3.73

10

When | am listening to the text, | put
parts of the detail together to
comprehend the text.

Cognitive

3.66

10

If | lose my concentration
temporarily, | try to recover it right
away.

Metacognitive

3.66

After listening to the text, | evaluate
how much | understand.

Metacognitive

3.65

13

When | am listening to the text, |
guess unknown vocabulary from the
context or intonation.

Cognitive

3.59

When | am listening to the text, |
listen to the main idea first and then
the detail.

Cognitive

3.57

When | am listening to the text, | am
aware of my inattention and refocus
my attention again.

Metacognitive

3.55

10

If I don’t understand what someone
says to me in English, | would ask
him/her for repetition.

Social/Affective

3.51

12

14

Before Listening, | get ready for the
task.

Metacognitive

2.85

49

When | am listening to the text, |
use my linguistic knowledge to
facilitate my understanding.

Cognitive

2.26

50

The results of Pearson product-moment correlation analyses between three predictors and
proficiency are listed in Table 6. All of the metacognitive strategy use (r = 0.432, p = 0.000),
cognitive strategy use (r = 0.225, p = 0.050), and social/affective strategy use (r = 0.301, p =
0.009) were significantly correlated to the listening proficiency. The bivariate correlation
analysis also showed that three categories use were highly correlated, it should be noted in the

linear regression analysis.

Table 6 Bivariate correlations between variables

Variable Metacognitive Cognitive Social/Affective Proficienc
Strategies Strategies Strategies y

Metacognitive 1.00 0.79" 0.59™ 0.41™
Strategies

Cognitive 0.79" 1.00 0.69" 0.23"
Strategies

Social/Affective 0.59" 0.69" 1.00 0.30"
Strategies

Proficiency 0.41" 0.23" 0.30" 1.00

"p<0.05
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“p<0.01.

Table 7 shows the results of three-way ANOVA of learning proficiency for these subjects
by three listening strategy categories use. The interactive effects among metacognitive strategy
use, cognitive strategy use, and social/affective strategy use on learning proficiency were not
significantly different. Therefore, the main effect of individual variable was more explainable.

Table 7. Three-way ANOVA of learning proficiency by three strategy categories

Source SS df F p
Metacognitive Strategies 1.44 2 1.80 0.175
Cognitive Strategies 1.99 2 2.50 0.091
Social/Affective Strategies 3.33 2 4.17 0.021

Interaction:

Metacognitive* Cognitive 0.34 3 0.28 0.837
Metacognitive * Social/Affective 0.30 2 0.37 0.691
Cognitive*Social/Affective 1.10 3 0.92 0.437
Metacognitive*Cognitive*Social/Affective 1.07 2 1.34 0.271

Error 22.34 56 - -

How does the strategy use of three categories affect the outcomes of proficiency? Tables
8-10 provide the results of the multiple linear regression analyses for different sets of
predictors. Three multiple regression analyses were conducted to predict the students’ listening
proficiency. One analysis only included metacognitive strategy use as predictor. The second
model entered cognitive strategy use as predictor other than metacognitive strategy use. The
third model entered social/affective strategy use as predictor other than metacognitive strategy
category use. The regression equation with metacognitive strategy category was significant,
R2 = 0.169, F change = 14.60, p = .000. It means that this predictor accounts for 16.9% of the
variance of proficiency. However, the regression equation with metacognitive and cognitive
strategy categories was not suitable because B value of cognitive strategy category was
negative (B = -0.537). The reason was that the bivariate correlation between these two
independent variables was as high as 0.79. Only one of these two predictors was recommended
to enter the regression equation. In regression model 3, the result of T-test of regression
coefficient of social/affective strategy use showed this predictor was insignificant (p = 0.496).
As a result, regression model 1 was adopted. The regression equation was: proficiency = 1.635
+ 0.616*(metacognitive strategy category use).

Table 8 Results of regression analyses for three sets of predictors (model summary)

Change Statistics

2
Model R R F Change dfl df2 p
1 0.411° 0.169 14.60 1 72 0.000
2 0.442° 0.195 2037 1 71 0.128
3 0.417° 0.174 0.47 1 71 0.496

% Predictors: (constant), metacognitive strategy use

® Predictors: (constant), metacognitive and cognitive strategy use
° Predictors: (constant), metacognitive, cognitive, and social/affective strategy use
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Table 9. Results of regression analyses for three sets of predictors (coefficients %)

Model 5 | Coefticemp || P
1.Constant 1.635 - 2.983 0.004
Metacognitive Strategy Use 0.616 0.411 3.821 0.000
2.Constant 1.406 - 2.482 0.015
Metacognitive Strategy Use 1.195 0.754 4.165 0.000
Cognitive Strategies -0.537 -0.392 -2.169 0.033
3.Constant 1.563 - 2.792 0.007
Metacognitive Strategy Use 0.536 0.357 2.679 0.009
Social/Affective Strategy Use 0.100 0.091 0.685 0.496

% Dependent variable: proficiency

Table 10. Results of regression analyses for three sets of predictors (ANOVA %)

Model SS df F p
1. Regression 6.154 1
Residual 30.349 72 14.601 0.000°
Total 36.503 73
2. Regression 7.135 2
Residual 29.369 71 8.624 0.000°
Total 36.503 73
3. Regression 6.354 2
Residual 30.150 71 7.481 0.000°
Total 36.503 73

% Predictors: (constant), metacognitive strategy use

® Predictors: (constant), metacognitive and cognitive strategy use

° Predictors: (constant), metacognitive, cognitive, and social/affective strategy use
9 Dependent variable: proficiency

5. Conclusions

This study investigated the effects of listening comprehension strategy uses on learning
proficiency of five-year junior college students. According to the results, the conclusions are as
follows. Females employed “metacognitive” strategies more frequent than males do. The
general listening comprehension strategy use was almost the same, but the proficiency of
female was superior to that of male. The effective learners adopted more listening
comprehension strategies than ineffective learners did and significant differences exist in
strategy use of each category. The subjects with living abroad experience employed greater
use of “cognitive” and “social/affective” strategies. It reflected that they had stronger social
orientation. The most frequent used strategy item was “When | am listening to the text, | try to
understand each word | listen to.” The second was “If | don’t understand, | continue listening
seriously to clarify the following sentence.” The effective learners adopted ” When | am
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listening to the text, | evaluate my knowledge of the topic”, “After listening to the text, |
evaluate how much I understand.” and “If I don’t understand what someone says to me in
English, I would ask him/her for repetition.” most frequently. It showed that effective learners
have more self-examination and they ask for help when they had problems. The regression
model with metacognitive strategy category use as predictor was recommended. It accounts for
16.9% of the variance of proficiency. The regression equation was: proficiency = 1.635 +
0.616*(metacognitive strategy category use)
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