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CHAPTER 5  

RESULTS AND CROSS-CASE DISCUSSION 

After having examined the learners’ background, performance at school, their 

attitudes toward learning and to what extent they can be considered good learners, in 

this chapter, the researcher will first, in Part 5.1 answer the four research questions 

respectively from 5.1.1 to 5.1.4, and in Part 5.2 she will analyze the phenomenon as 

well as problems that these fours students share in common, which may suggest some 

interesting findings that are unexpected and unforeseen before the commencement of 

this study. 

5.1. The Performance of Each Case With Regard To the Four Research Questions 

This part presents the impact of the listening strategy instruction with regard to 

the four research questions. In 5.1.1, the strategy use of these four students before the 

instruction is illustrated. In 5.1.2, the problems the four students encounter most when 

doing listening tests as well as their solutions are discussed. In 5.1.3, the listening 

tasks or strategies these four students find most or least useful are investigated. In 

5.1.4, their perceptions about the listening strategy instruction are reported.  

 

5.1.1 The Use of Each Strategy Employed by the Four Students 

This section presents the results and analysis pertaining to the first research 

question: What are the listening strategies used by the four Taiwanese junior high 

school learners before the strategy instruction?  

At the beginning of this study, the researcher used the Questionnaire of Listening 

Comprehension Strategies adopted from Wang (2002) to understand the four students’ 

use of listening strategies. This questionnaire contains 57 items in total and is made 
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up of three parts: a) Pre-listening strategies, b) While-listening strategies, and c) 

After-listening strategies: Items 1-8 are Pre-listening strategies and are presented in 

Table 5.1. Items 9-43 are While-listening strategies and are presented in Table 5.2., 

and Items 44-57 are After-listening strategies and are presented in Table 5.3. Items 8, 

43, and 57 are open-ended questions. The answers to these three open-ended 

questions are also presented respectively in each Table below. The names of the 

students who performed a strategy and the frequency of the use of the strategy are 

presented as follows: 

Table 5.1 
 Frequency of Each Pre-listening Strategy Used by the Four Cases before Instruction  

Adapted from Wang (2002) 
 

tem A. Pre- listening Strategies  Always Usually Sometimes Seldom Never

3 0 0 1 0 1. I preview the materials or the main idea of the 
content. N,  J, JP,   T  

1 2 1 0 0 2. I set myself up for the listening. 
J N, T JP   
2 1 0 1 0 3. I prepare myself to concentrate. 

J,  T, JP  N  

2 1 0 1 0 4. I decide in advance to listen for specific aspects of 
texts. N, J, JP  T  

0 4 0 0 0 5. I tell myself to listen or to think only in English. 
 All    

0 1 3 0 0 6. I predict what the content will be about or ask 
myself the possible listening questions.    J N, T, JP,   

0 0 1 2 1 7. I don’t do anything but wait and see. 
  T N, J, JP 

8 I will try other strategies, like---- Natalie: I will preview the word bank and the 
test questions. 

Jasmine: I will preview the whole test and find 
the most important part on which to 
focus, and I will also take notes while 
listening. 

Tom: I will practice with my parents at home.
Jin Pin: I will preview the test questions and 

mark on points I don’t understand. 
＊ “N” stands for Natalie. 
＊ “J” stands for Jasmine. 
＊ “T” stands for Tom. 
＊   “JP” stands for Jin Pin. 
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Table 5.2 
 Frequency of Each While-listening Strategy Used by the Four Cases before Instruction  

Adapted from Wang (2002) 
 
Item B. While-listening Strategies  Always Usually Sometimes Seldom Never

3 1 0 0 0 9. I try to keep up with the speed. 

N, J,T, J P    
2 2 0 0 0 10. I ask myself what I am listening to, or what I 

have understood. N, J, T, JP,    

2 1 1 0 0 11. I check my comprehension to see whether it 
is right or wrong. N, J T, JP,   

3 1 0 0 0 12. I am aware of my attention shift and refocus 
my attention. N, J, T, JP,    

1 3 0 0 0 13. I evaluate how much knowledge that I have 
had about this topic. J, N, T, JP,    

1 2 0 1 0 14. I try to translate words or sentences into 
Chinese. T, J, JP,  N,  

0 1 1 1 1 15. I use the dictionary to look new vocabulary, 
phrases, or grammar up first and then listen.  JP, J, N, T, 

0 2 2 0 0 16. When practicing, I repeat listening to unclear 
items.  J, T, N, JP,   

0 2 2 0 0 17. I put the details together to comprehend 
texts.  J, T, N, JP,   

1 1 0 2 0 18. I listen to each word one at a time. 
T, JP,  N, J,  
1 1 1 1 0 19. I try to understand each word. 
T, N, JP, J,  
0 1 0 3 0 20.  I focus on the details. 
 T,  N, J, JP,  

0 2 1 1 0 21. I repeat words or phrase mentally. 
 N, T, JP, J,  

0 0 3 1 0 22. I use intonation to segment words or phrases.
  N, J, JP, T,  

1 3 0 0 0 23. I use pausing to understand the content. 
T, N, J, JP,    
2 0 2 0 0 24. I listen for structures. 

N, J,  T, JP,   
2 2 0 0 0 25. I use my knowledge of grammatical rules to 

understand texts. N, J, T, JP,    
1 1 2 0 0 26. I relate new words to known words. 
J, T, N, JP,   
2 1 1 0 0 27. I listen for main ideas first and then details. 

N, J, T, JP,   
0 3 0 1 0 28. I think only in English. 
 N, J, JP,  T,  

0 3 1 0 0 29. I predict or make hypotheses about what the 
content will be and then verify my 
anticipation. 

 J, T, JP, N,   

2 1 1 0 0 30. I guess unknown words from the content or 
intonation. N, J, JP, T,   
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3 1 0 0 0 31. I use my knowledge about the topic that I 
have already had. N, J, T, JP,    

1 1 2 0 0 32. I relate new information to personal 
experience or world knowledge. J, N, T, JP,   

2 2 0 0 0 33. I use my knowledge about English to 
comprehend texts. N, J, T, JP,    

0 2 1 0 1 34. I imagine a picture to comprehend texts. 
 J, JP, N,  T, 

2 0 0 2 0 35. I take notes. 
N, J,   T, JP,  

1 0 2 1 0 36. I classify words that I’ve heard according to 
their attributes or properties. J,  N, T, JP,  

0 1 1 2 0 37. I use words of other languages (such as 
French, German, Spanish,… etc.) that I’ve 
learned to comprehend English. 

 T, JP, N, J,  

2 0 2 0 0 38. I try to summarize the main ideas mentally or 
in written form. N, J,  T, JP,   

2 2 0 0 0 39. When I don’t understand a speaker’s English, 
I ask him /her for repetition. N, J, T, JP    

3 1 0 0 0 40. When I have unclear items, I ask classmates 
or teacher to facilitate comprehension. N, J, T, JP,    

1 1 1 1 0 41. I reassure myself, “I’m right” or “I know it” 
to relax myself. J, JP, N, T,  

1 1 1 1 0 42. I take a deep breath, relax or think about 
something funny to reduce anxiety. J, JP, N, T,  

43 While listening, I also use other strategies, 
like----- 

Natalie: I take notes and write down a summary 
of each paragraph. I find the answer 
according to what I heard and I will 
repeat what I have heard mentally. 

Jasmine: I will look at the questions and the 
possible answers in the multiple choice 
format and note down the answers 
according to the questions. 

Tom: I guess the word meaning from the context 
and the content. 

Jin Pin: Nothing. 
＊ “N” stands for Natalie. 
＊ “J” stands for Jasmine. 
＊ “T” stands for Tom. 
＊   “JP” stands for Jin Pin. 
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Table 5.3 
 Frequency of Each After-listening Strategy Used by the Four Cases before Instruction  

Adapted from Wang (2002) 
 

C. After-listening strategies Always Usually Sometimes Seldom Never

2 0 2 0 0 44. I summarize the main ideas mentally or in 
written form. N, J,  T, JP,   

0 2 2 0 0 45. I review what I heard and take notes. 
 N, J 

 
T, JP,   

2 1 1 0 0 46. I reflect on my problems or difficulties. 
N, J, T, JP,   

2 0 2 0 0 47. I look up the words or phrases that I don’t 
understand. J, JP  N, T   

1 2 0 1 0 48. I memorize the important words, phrases or 
idioms. J, T, JP,  N,  

0 3 1 0 0 49. I use the new words or phrases to make 
sentences.  N, T, JP, J,   

1 2 0 1 0 50. I try to use the new sentences in the daily 
conversation to practice them. T, N, J,  JP,  

1 3 0 0 0 51. I discuss with classmates about the content and 
ask for the unknown part. T, N, J, JP,    

2 0 2 0 0 52. I evaluate how much I could understand. 
N, J,  T, JP,   

2 0 2 0 0 53. I reflect on how I made progress. 
N, J,  T, JP,   

2 2 0 0 0 54. I ask others about the ways to improve listening 
comprehension. J, T, N, JP,    

2 0 2 0 0 55. I predict the possible questions that might be in 
the tests and prepare for them. N,  J,  T, JP,   

56. After listening, I don’t do anything. 0 0 0 1 3 
     T, N, J, JP,
57. After listening, I still do other strategies, like--- Natalie: If I have a chance, I will listen to it 

one more time. 
Jasmine: I will take out my notes and read 

them before I have another listening 
test. 

Tom: I will reflect on my errors and correct 
them. 

Jin Pin: I will review. 
＊ “N” stands for Natalie. 
＊ “J” stands for Jasmine. 
＊ “T” stands for Tom. 
＊   “JP” stands for Jin Pin. 

 

The three tables above show several interesting discoveries. The strategy most 

used by the four students before the instruction was Strategy 5, ‘Before listening, I tell 

myself to listen or to think only in English.’ It is found that only three of them, 
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Natalie, Jasmine, and Jin Pin manage to think in English while listening whereas Tom 

“seldom” does so when comparing Strategy 5 with Strategy 28, ‘while listening, I 

think only in English.’ Why do all of them “usually” “tell” themselves to think in 

English before listening, but only three of them manage to do so while listening? It is 

found that Tom, who reports that he seldom thinks in English while listening, has 

already revealed in the interview that his biggest problem in English is that he always 

thinks in Chinese (from the second interview). As discussed earlier, Tom tends to 

resort to direct translation, the strategy used by less skillful listeners as reported in 

Vandergrift (2003). This can also be revealed by his learning journal, in which he 

directly uses Chinese language structures to translate English sentences. Therefore, 

what he writes does not read like English but like a patchwork in which words are put 

together without making sense. Even though he knows in advance that he needs to 

think only in English and tells himself to do so before the listening test starts, he still 

cannot manage to do it while taking the test. It can also be relevant to his habit of 

believing in the power of ‘words’ too much. He is influenced by his mother, and is 

convinced that words are the most important part in English. He only memorizes the 

words through their Chinese literal meanings without going beyond the discrete parts. 

As he seldom notices the phrasal meanings of chunks of words, he is unable to 

perceive any other ways to explain the phrases when the words are put together. 

Therefore, it is not hard to discover that Tom tends to use a ‘bottom-up strategy’ to 

deal with his English, especially in listening and writing.         

On the other hand, the strategy which Natalie, Jasmine, and Jin Pin reported they 

“never” use and Tom also reported he “seldom” uses is Strategy 56, ‘After listening, I 

don’t do anything.’ The fact that all of the four students indeed do something after the 

listening is similar to their reactions to Strategy 7, ‘Before listening, I don’t do 
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anything but wait and see before listening.’ Before listening, Natalie and Jasmine 

“seldom” do nothing but wait and see, Jin Pin “never” only waits and sees, and Tom 

“sometimes” does so. In other words, all of them do something before and after 

listening. That means they ‘know’ or ‘are aware that’ they have to do something 

before a listening test begins and after it ends. They know that taking listening tests 

means more than just sitting there waiting for teachers to play the listening materials 

and listening to them. Instead, they have to take steps to prepare for the tests before 

taking them, and review what they have heard after listening.      

In taking a closer look at what they actually do before listening, it is found that 

Natalie, Jasmine and Jin Pin preview the test questions or the main ideas of the 

content to gain the gist of what is being tested. This means that the three of them use 

the strategy of ‘previewing the test questions’ to predict main ideas of the content. 

Therefore, these three students “always” or “usually” use Strategy 4, ‘I decide in 

advance to listen for specific aspects of texts.’ It stands to reason that if they already 

know how to benefit from previewing test questions and where to put their focus, they 

can thus easily decide in advance to listen for specific aspects of texts. The only one 

who “seldom” decides to listen for specific aspects in advance is Tom. Tom’s reason 

for not doing so, as will be discussed below, shows his negative attitude toward 

learning the strategies. Tom revealed that he did not know he could make predictions 

about the test from previewing the questions, or the options in the multiple choices, or 

other test types once in the class break. He said, 

I did not know I could preview the test questions. I used to think that that would 

be cheating, just like a dishonest short-cut. But because of the listening strategy 

instruction and the learned experience I got over time, I have already acquired 

this strategy. 

(From the class break, a day in August, 2006) 
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It was not until then that the sudden revelation came to me that Tom, not being 

able to decide in advance to listen for specific aspects, not only did not know how or 

when to use the strategy of ‘previewing the test questions’ but also did not know he 

was allowed to use a strategy which he considered “cheating and a short-cut.” That is 

to say, he used to think it was “unfair” to use the strategy because it does not seem to 

be a ‘laborious’ method as he has always should be the case in using learning 

techniques. For him, a student’s job is to study hard, and thus studying has to be 

‘hard.’ Using a strategy to make study less hard would only mean taking an easy way 

out. As a youngster who highly values righteousness, honesty, and hardworking, Tom 

is thus unwilling to make up for his habit of direct translation with ‘selective 

attention’ and ‘question preview.’  

It was not until the strategy instruction and the experience he gained from many 

tests as well as the advice that he received from other classmates that he was 

convinced of the usefulness of the strategy. It seems that Tom misunderstood that 

translating every word into Chinese was the only way to show his efforts in the 

process of listening. In other words, he used to hold a negative attitude toward using 

this strategy of previewing the questions and this hindered the possibility of him 

benefiting from the use of the strategy. It stands to reason that if Tom is not willing to 

preview the questions to predict the test, then he can hardly decide in advance to focus 

on any specific part. On the contrary, without any clue about where to put his focus, 

Tom will need to pay full attention to the whole content, which requires him to put 

much more effort into memorizing all the materials and which then will turn out to be 

a challenge for his memory span, let alone his listening ability. This finding is 

consistent with Vandergrift’s study (2003) in which he indicated that more skilled 

listeners reported to a higher level of the use of metacognitive strategies. 
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Metacognitive strategies are defined as a part of indirect strategies which may support 

and manage learning without directly involving the target language (Oxford, 1990). 

‘Previewing the test questions’ so as to know what to put the focus on is to decide in 

advance to attend to specific aspects of language input or situational details that assist 

in understanding and/or task completion. Therefore, it can be defined as a way of 

selective attention, a part of metacognitive strategy (Chamot 1993, Vendergrift 1997, 

and Young 1997). In this study, Natalie, Jasmine and Jin Pin demonstrate a higher 

level of use of metacognitive strategy as more skilled listeners. Tom, on the other 

hand, inhibits himself from gaining more control over this strategy owing to his 

negative attitude and his misunderstanding of the use of this strategy. Tom’s 

misunderstanding about the strategy sheds some light on my revelation that some 

students, especially those who have been instilled the concept of being righteous like 

Tom, may have some misunderstanding about strategy use and teachers may need to 

tell them it is all right to use such strategies to learn.      

Tom had already learned this strategy over time and through the instruction by 

the end of this study. We had the following dialogue:                      

R: Why do you think your listening ability is the worst among the four skills? 

T: Because sometimes in the listening test, I can not hear all the words the 

speaker says, I always miss several words. 

  R: What do you do at this time? Will you feel nervous? 

  T: I will first read the options in the multiple choices and try to think about the 

article itself. 

R: You mean you will preview the test questions to predict what the test is testing 

about, right? 

  T: Right. 

  R: If the test requires you to listen to a whole piece of article first before 

answering the questions, which are not printed in the test sheet to let you 

predict from, what will you do? 
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T: I will try my best to memorize it. 

                                                  (From the second interview, August 8th, 2006) 

        

From this interview, we can see that Tom, who once thought the strategy of 

previewing test questions was dishonest, had already overcome his negative 

perception after the instruction and thus, he could also learn and benefit from it, which 

can indirectly shows one of the positive effects of the instruction. 

Also, all the four students acquired another strategy, ‘selective attention,’ after 

they learned how to ‘preview test questions.’ That is to say, after previewing the 

questions, these students decide in advance to only focus on specific aspects of texts 

that are to be tested, enabling them to acquire the ability of ‘selective attention, which 

is one of the metacognitive strategies (Chamot 1993).  

The use of strategy 3, ‘Before listening, I prepare myself to concentrate’ is 

consistent with this phenomenon. All of the students “always” or “usually” use it, 

which further suggests that these students had already acquired the concept of 

‘selective attention’. That is, even before the instruction, they had already known they 

can prepare in advance for the coming listening test and to ignore distractions so that 

they can concentrate.     

The four students reported that they “usually” or “sometimes” use Strategy 6, ‘I 

predict what the content will be about or ask myself the possible listening questions’ 

before the instruction. It is not hard to understand that if they had already known they 

should preview the content or the questions, then they must be able to conclude or 

predict the possible listening questions from the content. Tom, who reported that he 

“seldom” previews the test questions, at least knows that he still needs to make 

predictions about the content and ask himself possible listening questions; otherwise 

he will have nothing to focus his attention on.  



 129

Likewise, after listening, they still do a lot of things.  Not only do they reflect on 

their problems (Strategy 46) and review the main ideas (Strategy 45) or look up the 

words in the dictionary (Strategy 47), but also they discuss questions they don’t 

understand (Strategy 51)with their friends or teachers. They ask others about ways to 

improve their English leaning (Strategy 54), which means that the four cases all 

display social strategies (Oxford 1989) to ask others for clarification and advice. In 

addition, after listening, they still predict the possible questions that might be tested 

later and prepare for them (Strategy 55). This suggests that all four of the cases 

demonstrate the ability to evaluate their own learning and to monitor their errors after 

listening by doing something to prepare for the next test. Furthermore, they use the 

new words or phrases they learned from the listening materials in daily dialogues or 

conversations to practice them (Strategy 50) or to make sentences (Strategy 49), 

which reveals that they try to reflect on their own problems by memorizing them or 

practicing them.  

One thing worth noticing is Strategy 50, ‘I try to use the sentences in the daily 

conversation to practice them.’ Every student except Jin Pin tries to use the new 

sentences in the daily conversation to practice them. Jin Pin’s listening ability is 

affected in some way because she “seldom” uses this strategy. Once she said in the 

interview, “the cloze test format is the one I find the most difficult because I don’t 

know how to memorize the words” (from the second interview). She cannot correctly 

spell out the words she heard despite the fact that she knows which word is being 

tested and recognizes the word that needs to be put in the blank. Since Jin Pin seldom 

uses Strategy 50 to practice the words she learns in the daily conversation, she tends 

to have more trouble memorizing the words. She said,  

I always have trouble memorizing words. I write them down or make some 

vocabulary lists, but in the end I am too lazy to study them and the next day I 
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will just forget them. I do not like memorizing words because I do not have any 

patience. I hate those cloze tests which require me to fill in the blank most 

because it requires me to write down what I have heard and never gives me any 

items (like multiple choices) to choose from. For me, it’s like a spelling test, in 

which I usually find myself knowing the words the speaker is talking about but I 

do not have the ability to spell the words right.     

          (From the second interview) 

Since she does not have enough patience to practice the words, no wonder she 

cannot memorize the words effectively and always has trouble when dealing with a 

cloze test format.  

Furthermore, in terms of while-listening strategies, it is found that the four 

students have something in common. They all reported high use of Strategy 9, ‘I try to 

keep up with the speed.’ Also, they all ask themselves about what they are listening to, 

or what they have already understood as is suggested in Strategy 10, ‘I ask myself 

what I am listening to, or what I have understood.’  

For Strategy 12, ‘I am aware of any shift in my attention and refocus my 

attention,’ three of them are “always” aware of any shift in their attention and will 

refocus their attention but not Jin Pin. Jin Pin is “usually” but not “always” aware of 

any shift in her attention. As is discussed earlier, Jin Pin complains that she is 

impatient and thus easily distracted, which is one of her biggest problems when 

learning. We had the following dialogue:  

R: What are the listening strategies that you think you use most often or least 

often? 

JP: I cannot be always attentive while the listening test is on.  

R: Can you be aware of a shift in your attention and try to draw yourself back to 

the task? 

JP: No, I cannot draw myself back to the task. I always keep being distracted. 

R: Why don’t you try to do so? 

JP: I do not have strong resolution. I find that I have already missed several parts 
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of the content at the time when the listening test has been conducted to a 

certain point, and even at that moment, I still do not refocus my attention. 

Instead, I get “spaced out” until the ends. Otherwise, I try to give a rough 

guess.” 

(From the second interview, August 4th, 2006) 

 

No wonder, she can be only “usually” but not “always” aware of her shifts in her 

attention. And even if she is aware of her shift in attention, it is still hard for her to 

refocus her attention. She can only make a rough guess at that moment. On the other 

hand, this strategy happens to be the most useful one for Natalie. In the interview, she 

said, 

R:  What is the most useful strategy for you that you always use it while listening? 

        N:  I pay special attention to my shift in attention, or I am always alert about 

when. 

R: Why? 

  N: Because if I don’t do this, I will be easily lost once I am distracted.    

                                                   (From the third interview, April 7th, 2006) 

 

She always tells herself to concentrate; otherwise, she might miss something 

important. One of the possible differences between the strategy as used by more 

skillful listeners and less skillful listeners may have been displayed here. More skillful 

listeners like Natalie tend to be aware of any shifts in their attention and be able to 

refocus themselves. However, less skillful listeners like Jin Pin may not be able to do 

so or refocus themselves easily. Further studies are needed to investigate the 

interplays of the use of this strategy between the more skillful listeners and less 

skillful ones.   

Moreover, all of the four cases demonstrate high use of Strategy 13, ‘I evaluate 

how much knowledge that I have had about this topic.’ Strategy 31, ‘I use my 

knowledge about the topic that I have already had’ and 32, ‘I relate new information 
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to personal experience or world knowledge’ pertain to this strategy. All of the cases 

use their background knowledge, their world knowledge, and their personal 

experiences to help them understand the content. This suggests that they know how to 

relate new messages with their old schema to create new understanding.  

In addition, something interesting can be found in the use of Strategy 14, ‘I try to 

translate words or sentences into Chinese.’ All of the students admitted that they 

“always” or “sometimes” translate the sentences they hear into Chinese except Natalie. 

Natalie is the only one that “seldom” does so. Natalie “never translates English into 

Chinese because this will make her confused” (from the third interview, April 7th, 

2006).  She knows that it is impossible to find a one-to-one correspondent translation 

from English to Chinese all the time. As a result, she trains herself to think only in 

English. Natalie’s learning journal also reveals that she has already acquired the 

ability to think in English because she usually expresses herself clearly in English. On 

the contrary, Tom, who “always” translates English into Chinese, can not fully 

express himself when writing in his English journal. This is consistent with his self-

understanding as he perceives his biggest problem to be that he always “translates 

English into Chinese and thinks only in Chinese” (from the second interview). In 

effect, Tom’s listening proficiency is not as developed as Natalie’s or Jasmine’s. 

Likewise, Tom is the one who happened to use the following three strategies: Strategy 

18, ‘I listen to each word one at a time,’ Strategy 19, ‘I try to understand each word,’ 

and Strategy 20, ‘I focus on details.’ These three strategies, like direct translation, are 

all bottom-up strategies. Tom not only listens to each word one at a time but also 

seeks to understand each word. No wonder he needs to focus on each detail. Unlike 

Tom, Natalie and Jasmine “seldom” do so. It stands to reason that if Tom resorts to 

‘direct translation’ all the time, then he will need to understand each word and that he 
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tries to listen to the words one at a time so that he can translate every word into 

Chinese.  

On the contrary, since Natalie and Jasmine have better listening proficiency, they 

tend to attend not to the form but to the gist. They use ‘top-down’ strategies more than 

‘bottom-up’ ones, echoing the finding of Vandergrift’s study (2003) that more skilled 

listeners tend to use more ‘top-down’ strategies than ‘bottom-up’ ones. Taking a 

closer look at Natalie’s and  Jasmine’s reactions to Strategy 20, ‘I focus on details and 

strategy 27, ‘I listen for main ideas first and then details,’ it is found that neither of 

them focus on the detailed parts first, and then only if necessary. Natalie and Jasmine, 

as the skilled listeners, always try to understand the main idea first and then check the 

details later. So does Jin Pin.  

Natalie and Jin Pin still use ‘silent rehearsal’ mentally to repeat the words or 

sentences they heard (Strategy 21) to help them memorize the listening material. In 

this way, they “will not forget so easily about what they have heard” (from their 

second interviews).  

In addition, Natalie and Jasmine will take notes (Strategy 35). Taking notes is a 

useful strategy for both of them to remind them of what they have heard. However, 

Tom and Jin Pin “seldom” take notes. For Tom, the notes he takes “always distract 

and mislead him since they turn out to be mingled together due to the fact that he 

tends to scribble and take notes in a rush”(in the second interview). As for Jin Pin, she 

prefers to repeat the sentences in silence mentally because it saves more time than 

writing them down.  She said, “I can not write down so many things in such a hurry, 

especially when I do not know how to spell the words correctly” (from the second 

interview). One interesting thing is that Natalie and Jasmine, who usually take notes, 

are also the ones who try to summarize the main idea mentally or in written form 
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(Strategy 38). Maybe it is because Natalie and Jasmine, the more skillful listeners, 

already have the ability to comprehend the content in a short time so that they can jot 

down a summary of what they have already noted mentally. But for those like Jin Pin 

who are not able to comprehend the content and to summarize in a short time, maybe 

it will be even harder for them to do so because they would be too occupied in the 

process of digesting and comprehending the text. Further studies are needed to 

explore the interplay of this strategy for both the more skillful listeners and the less 

skillful ones.  

As for the use of affective strategies, Jasmine and Jin Pin reported that they use 

‘self-reward’ or ‘self-encouragement’ to reassure and relive themselves, reducing 

their anxiety as suggested in Strategies 41 and 42. Strategy 41, ‘I reassure myself that 

‘I am right’ or ‘I know it’ to relax myself’ is to understand the listeners’ ability to 

encourage him or herself. Additionally, strategy 42, ‘I take a deep breath, relax or 

think about something funny to reduce my anxiety’ is to understand the listeners’ 

ability to think of some ways to deal with stress whenever they feel anxious about 

taking a listening test. Jin Pin and Jasmine, who reported Strategy 42, happen to be 

students who get nervous easily. On the other hand, the other two cases, Natalie and 

Tom, “seldom” use the two affective strategies. Natalie told me, “I seldom or never 

feel nervous unless I can not understand the content at all. Even at that moment, I can 

still use the contextual clues to guess, so I do not need to be nervous at all” (from the 

third interview, April 7th, 2006). As for Tom, his listening skill is not as good as 

Natalie’s, he still seldom feels nervous. He said in the interview, “I seldom let my 

emotions control me and I will not be influenced easily by my emotions or the 

environments” (from the second interview). Perhaps that is why he always stays calm 

and cool, and so, he does not need to use the affective strategies suggested in 
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Strategies 41 and 42 to reassure himself or to give himself enough confidence.  

Still one thing special about Tom is that he is the only one to report that he 

“never” used Strategy 34, ‘I image a picture to comprehend texts.’ He said, 

I can not understand the content by imagining a picture or creating an image 

mentally. I can not associate a picture or an image with English. Instead, I 

always associate English with its Chinese translation.  This is also one of my 

biggest problems when doing listening comprehension tests.  

(From the second interview) 

Tasks that contain several pictures for him to choose from always confuse him 

because he can not associate the pictures with English. The only association he will 

make is from English to Chinese or vice versa. Tom is so deeply influenced by the 

bottom-up ‘direct-translation’ strategy that he seldom employs other strategies to help 

him.  

After examining the strategies most and least used by these four students, I 

attempt to further explore respectively in 5.1.2 the problems these four students 

encounter when dealing with listening tests and the strategies which they use to solve 

them.  

 

5.1.2 The Problems the Students Have When Dealing With Listening Tests and 

Their Strategies to Solve Them 

a) Natalie 

Since Natalie already has a skillful ability in listening, she does not seem to have 

a lot of problems when dealing with listening comprehension tests. In fact, her 

listening ability is her best among the four skills, and is also the best among these four 

cases. In Section 4.1, she revealed in her interview that she seeks out many 

opportunities to practice her English listening ability. However, it does not mean that 

she does not have any problems when dealing with listening tests. Actually, there is 
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still one thing that bothers her when doing listening tests. She is sometimes distracted 

by the environment and she has to remind herself to pay attention to stop her being 

distracted. She said, 

To deal with my shifting attention, I need to be always aware of it by reminding 

myself to concentrate. I am always alert to telling myself to concentrate. Usually 

I will take notes to keep myself focused. And I have to ignore noises. Otherwise, 

I tend to be distracted.  

(From the second interview)  

Other than her efficient use of a ‘note-taking’ strategy as well as her strong 

metacognitive ability to regulate herself, Natalie’s ability to deal with her shifting 

attention also comes from her strong sense of competition. Her sense of competition 

pushes her to always be aware of any shift in her attention and to further re-focus in 

order to be the best in her class. She is given a sense of achievement after managing to 

accomplish a task and being the best in her class, which further drives her to put more 

efforts to learn English so as to maintain the achievement. Therefore, her ways of 

dealing with her shift in attention are all demonstrated from the pre-listening stage to 

the while-listening stage. Since she knows that she might be distracted, she tries to 

prepare herself to concentrate at the pre-listening stage by setting her desk organized, 

putting away all the things that might distract her, and ignoring any noises in the 

environment. She pushes herself to concentrate while listening by taking notes and 

making mentally or written summaries. She also repeats the sentences and words 

mentally because she knows how to use these useful strategies. Therefore, she can 

deal with her shifts in attention. In other words, it might because she has already has 

so many useful strategies in her repertoire that she can make good use of them to help 

her not only deal with her shifts in attention but also to fully understand of the content 

of what is to be tested.    

 



 137

b) Jasmine 

Like Natalie, Jasmine’s listening skill is the best among her four skills. She 

doesn’t seem to have a lot of problems in listening, either. In fact, her listening ability 

is a help to supplement her reading ability. Jasmine said something special once about 

her English proficiency in the interview. She said, 

I can’t easily understand a text by reading it myself; however, if the text is read 

out by someone else, then I can easily understand it. The reason for this is 

because I cannot decipher long words that are composed of several simple words. 

When they are presented in written form, I cannot figure them out or read them 

out correctly. They look strange to me. But if someone reads these materials for 

me and presents them in an oral form, then I can easily recognize the words by 

their pronunciation and the way they are put together in the sentence. 

(From the second interview) 

These words suggest that her skill in listening is a great help to her in reading. It 

seems that she has acquired many listening strategies which she can use to deal with 

listening activities. The only problem that may influence her when dealing with 

listening activities, especially listening comprehension test, is the ‘form’ of the 

listening tests. When talking about the most difficult task she found when doing 

listening comprehension tests, she said,  

The most troublesome kind of listening task is one where there are no test 

questions to look at before the task. In this case, I cannot find anything on which 

I can focus and I am left to try to memorize as much of the content as possible. 

In this way, the listening test becomes a memory test to see how much I can 

memorize in a short time.  

(From the second interview)  

Even if the listening test turns out to be a memory test, she still can use a 

‘guessing’ strategy to make good guesses from the contextual clues (from the second 

interview); therefore, she does not think that listening tests really bother her.     
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c) Tom 

Tom is different from the former two students in that he is not so skilled in 

listening. He finds his biggest listening problem in his habit of translating English into 

Chinese word by word, a bottom-up strategy most usually employed by less skillful 

listeners (Vandergrift, 2003). Tom thinks only in Chinese, and pays attention to words 

one at a time rather than trying to understand the meaning formed by a cluster of 

words. In fact, most of the time, he cannot manage to figure out all the words. Even 

though he knows exactly where his problem lies, he still cannot change his approach. 

To deal with the problem, he attempts to use the strategy of ‘selective attention’ in the 

study, and tries to catch what he can from previewing the test questions and making 

predictions about the test itself. Therefore, at the later stage of this study, he no longer 

focused so much on each word; instead, he focused on the specific details which are 

needed or necessary for to understand the content. At the same time, he still tries to 

guess the meaning from the contextual clues. In this way, he now saves a lot of energy 

by refocusing himself on the more important things.  

Another problem Tom suffers from is that he does not have the ability to 

associate English with pictures (from the second interview). It is really hard for him to 

image a picture in his mind when listening to the test.  Instead, he always associates 

English with Chinese translation. It always gives him a hard time to make a sound 

judgment among the pictures when a listening comprehension test requires him to 

choose the answer from some pictures.     

 

d) Jin Pin 

Although Jin Pin is similar to Tom in that she is less skillful in listening, she has 

another problem different from Tom. Unlike Tom, Jin Pin suffers more from shifts in 
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her attention during the period when taking the listening tests. Even though she is able 

to be aware of her attention shift, she doesn’t have the ability or seems not to be 

willing to refocus her attention to the right track. She said in the interview, “I cannot 

concentrate because I do not have the patience to insist on the task” (from the second 

interview). Another case, Natalie, happens to have the same problem of shifting 

attention. Nevertheless, Natalie has a strong sense of competition to regulate her shifts 

in attention to go back to the right track and to maintain her achievement. In contrast, 

Jin Pin does not seem to possess as strong a sense of competition as Natalie. Neither 

does Jin Pin have access to other useful strategies that can help her deal with or make 

up for her problems. She said, “When I am distracted, I just get ‘spaced out’ until the 

listening test ends” (from the second interview). Unlike Natalie, she does not take 

notes or make summaries in her mind to check her understanding. Jin Pin sometimes 

repeats the phrases she heard silently in her mind to forestall her distraction. However, 

silent repetition does not seem to work every time because the speaker may speak too 

fast for her to memorize. She said “if silent repetition is not so efficient because the 

speaker speaks too fast for me to memorize, then I will start guessing at that moment” 

(from the second interview).  

When asked why she does not use ‘note-taking’ to help her, it is found that she 

has still another problem, which comes from her trouble with memorizing English 

words. Jin Pin is unable to find useful ways to help her memorize the words, and 

gives up and does not memorize the words at all even though she knows that it is the 

most basic part of English learning. Since she cannot memorize words successfully, 

she suffers a lot for not being able to take notes when she is doing listening test. No 

wonder she finds ‘filling-in-the-blank test’ especially difficult because even if she 

knows what she heard, it’s still hard for her to fill in the blank due to her inability to 



 140

spell the words right. Therefore, the filling-in-the-blank test is not a listening test 

format but a writing test format, which tests her spelling ability but not her listening 

ability.  

 

5.1.3 What Kind of Listening Strategies or Listening Tasks Do These Four Students 

Find Most or Least Capable of Improving Their Listening Comprehension?  

All four of the students had common perception about the strategy they think 

most useful, and each case sometimes had common perceptions but sometimes 

different opinions about the strategies and tasks that they found least useful. 

The strategies that the four cases thought most useful were ‘previewing the test 

questions’ to ‘predict the gist’ by using ‘selective attention.’ This finding was 

consistent with several previous studies. Sherman (1997) indicated that previewing 

the questions supplies useful information and supports or guides listening. In addition, 

Buck (1991), Shohamy and Inbar (1991), Yang (1995) all considered that ‘question 

previews’ aids listeners to exploit ‘top-down’ information processing strategy based 

on listeners’ background knowledge and to predict the main point of the listening 

content, so as to ease the difficulty of the listening test and facilitate achieving higher 

scores. Indeed, ‘test question preview’ was very helpful for these four listeners.  

On the other hand, there were slight differences in the strategies these four cases 

used least. Therefore, the researcher discusses them respectively as follows.  

Natalie is a skillful listener and never attempts to translate English into Chinese. 

She said, “If I use this strategy, I will mix everything up in a strange way. The 

sentence I am translating will sound funny and strange that I will have to give it up” 

(from the second interview).  

On the contrary, Tom, the less skilled listener, used ‘direct translation’ most 
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often. Although he knew it was not appropriate to resort to direct translation as a habit, 

he was unable to get rid of it. Tom also found it useful to ‘group the words according 

to their properties.’ He put together words with similar meanings or function to 

facilitate memorization. The strategy he found least helpful was ‘note-taking.’ This 

was quite different from Natalie and Jasmine. Due to the fact that he usually just 

scribbled down notes quickly that he was unable to understand them when he reread 

them, he was unable to make good use of ‘note-taking.’ Thus, he gave up taking notes. 

Instead, he learned to contemplate what he had already heard in his mind by silent 

repetition and to guess from the contextual clues. The other strategy he found least 

useful was ‘to think of an image or a picture to associate with the content’ he heard. It 

was because he simply could not come up with any pictures while listening. Neither 

could he associate the pictures with the idea being tested; instead, he always tried to 

associate English words with Chinese words.   

As for Jasmine, also a skillful listener, the least-used strategy was to ‘listen to 

each word one at a time.’ She listened for the structure and the gist and always 

focused on the main idea but not on the details. If necessary, she used ‘selective 

attention’ to focus on the details as Natalie and Jin Pin did. In addition, she took notes, 

just like Natalie. She jotted down “when”, “where”, “what”, “how”, and “who” of the 

content (from the second interview). All these points helped her as reminders of the 

content she had just heard.  

        The most useful strategy for Jin Pin was to ‘repeat the words or phrases she 

heard mentally.’ By doing so, she could ease her anxiety and prevent herself from 

being distracted. Like Tom, she rarely took notes, either. However, her reason for not 

doing so was different from Tom’s: she had a hard time spelling out the words which 

needed to be written down while Tom found it hard to understand what he had written. 
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In addition, Jin Pin was in the habit of looking up every word she encountered in a 

line the moment she saw it when reading. She insisted on knowing the meaning of 

each word immediately; otherwise she felt insecure and stopped reading. This reading 

habit also influenced her listening ability. When listening to the English program as a 

practice, she tended to look up every word in the dictionary in advance and then 

started listening later. No wonder she could only “make a rough guess” instead of 

guessing wisely from the contextual clues while listening (from the second interview). 

Every time when she should have practiced ‘guessing’ from the context, she preferred 

to resort to the dictionary first, instead of focusing on the contextual clues. Therefore, 

she found it hard to “guess wisely” from the context in the real listening 

comprehension test, when it was impossible for her to check the dictionary.  

        After examining the four cases, it was found that their different strategy use 

might probably have something to do with their different learning proficiencies, 

family background and the learned experiences they gain from these environments. 

Similar to Vandergrift’s study (2003), it is clear that learners of different proficiencies 

tend to use different levels of strategies. More skilled learners, like Natalie and 

Jasmine, tend to use more ‘top-down’ strategies. Less skilled learners, like Tom and 

Jin Pin, tend to use more ‘bottom-up’ strategies. Likewise, the people in the learning 

environment and the help they offer may also influence the learner on how they 

approach English, their confidence in approaching English and their learning results. 

If the help offered by these people in the environment is found useful or appropriate, 

the learner may be willing to use it while approaching English; or they may be 

influenced to believe that they can learn well if they follow the instruction, like the 

case of Natalie and Jasmine. On the other hand, if the learner, like Jin Pin, did not find 

the help useful or did not receive enough instruction while learning, they may have 



 143

less confidence in learning.       

After having presented the most and least used strategies, the researcher will now 

describe the listening tasks that the four learners find most difficult. The four students 

have different opinions on the listening tasks that they find most difficult, which were 

discussed as follows: 

For both Natalie and Jasmine, the tasks that bothered them the most were ones 

that contained no test questions to preview and where the question items were not 

printed on the paper, especially when the listening material was presented in a long 

passage which required the listener to stay attentive from the very beginning to the 

very end. When presented with such a task, they would be left with no clues to focus 

their attention. Instead, they had to try their best to memorize the whole passage. They 

would need to compare what they had already heard with what they had memorized or 

what they had jotted down to find the most possible answer. This finding is consistent 

with the study of Chen (2005). Chen reported that in this kind of task, the listener 

would be confronted with not only the challenge of comprehending one speech but 

also with the necessary of having to have the ability to memorize what was being 

listened to. Therefore, the abilities to comprehend and to memorize are both examined 

at the same time, and the utilization of listening comprehension ability might be 

impeded by the need for memorization. That is why Natalie and Jasmine, skillful 

listeners who used selective attention to listen for the gist, were both bothered by this 

kind of task the most.   

As for Tom, the task that bothered him the most was the one that contains 

pictures to look at and choose from. It was difficult for him to figure out the content 

of the pictures or to make association from language to pictures. No wonder that the 

tasks which bothered him most were those containing pictures.         
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Moreover, for Jin Pin, the task that bothered her most was ‘filling-in-the-blanks.’ 

As discussed earlier in 4.3.1 (see p.127), Jin Pin had not yet found good methods to 

help her memorize words. For her, ‘filling-in-the-blank,’ where she had to write what 

she had heard was difficult not because she still could not spell the words correctly. If 

a cloze test was not in a multiple-choice format but was a ‘filling-in-the-blank’ task, it 

was difficult. According to Weir (1993), the cloze test format has some major 

drawbacks because the test constructor will find it difficult to say which language 

elements are being tested. If in the cloze test, one word is deleted, it may not be 

testing anything other than the ability to match the sounds with the symbols.  Test 

constructors should ensure that test takers can not get answers from reading alone 

rather than listening to the passage. But for Jin Pin, the drawbacks of the cloze test 

format, especially ‘filling-in-the-blank,’ was that it tested her spelling ability but not 

her listening ability. 

 

5.1.4 What Were the Perceptions of the Four Students Toward Listening Strategy 

Instruction? 

In the listening strategy instruction, the metacognitive strategies of planning, 

evaluating and monitoring were first taught to the students, enabling them to have a 

plan about what they were going to learn and to have a positive attitude toward 

monitoring their learning in the process of instruction. After that, instruction was 

given in six strategies, including selective attention, guessing, note-taking, grouping, 

inferencing, and asking for clarification. The teaching materials included some 

handouts, worksheets and some useful films or short advertisement clips downloaded 

from the Internet.   

These four students all reported in the interviews that the listening strategies 
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were useful for them. Natalie said she found the instruction easy to understand and 

she treated it as a review of what she had already learned from her father and other 

teachers (from the third interview). For her, this instruction enabled her to hold a 

positive view about her use of strategies. She said,  

Actually, I did not know if I used these strategies correctly before you [the 

researcher] taught them to me. But after the instruction, I am sure that the 

strategies I am employing are appropriate and effective for many people. 

Therefore, I feel much more confident about my listening ability and I have a 

more positive attitude toward my learning. Besides, what I learned most was not 

directly from the six strategies you taught, but from the metacognitive thinking 

to evaluate my learning, which I acquired from keeping the learning journal. I 

learned how to express myself in English more fluently owing to this and in 

order to keep the learning journal in English. It just happened after I kept writing 

in English for more than one month. It just happened naturally because I did not 

really realize how it happened. I never expected that I could gain this ability 

from the listening strategy instruction.                         (From the third interview)  

   

This finding was beyond my original expectation as I had never thought of the 

possibility of training students to think in English through keeping learning journals. I 

originally used the learning journal just as a tool to keep track of the students’ 

progress throughout the instruction. Keeping a learning journal was time-consuming, 

but Natalie claimed that she was willing to spend three hours every day to evaluate 

her learning process and her emotions in the journal. It improved her ability not only 

to think in English, but also to plan, monitor, and evaluate her learning process. If it 

were not for Natalie’s devotion to keeping the journal conscientiously every day, it 

might not have been possible to achieve this effect. Natalie’s progress revealed to me 

that what was originally a tool to bring about other positive effects could be a positive 

result itself, if the learner, like Natalie, was willing to be self-directed and 
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autonomous in the learning process.  

  One thing that also went beyond my imagination was that through my reading 

of the learning journal, the relationship between us grew stronger. The affective 

domain playing such an important role in Natalie’s learning seemed to gain its support 

and recognition through our close relationship and the devotion we mutually 

committed to the use of the strategy instruction.  

As for Jasmine, her opinion about the strategy instruction was also positive. But 

she benefited from the instruction in different ways. She said, 

I think I learned a lot from the short films you [the researcher] showed us and the 

strategy instruction itself. The films interest me a lot and motivate me to listen 

more carefully.                                                                (From the third interview)  

 

She actively practiced the strategies while watching the films and the 

advertisements. She also made great effort to note down the unknown words in the 

film, look them up in the dictionary at home, and memorize them in her free time. 

And another indirect impact of this listening strategy instruction was also identified: 

what she gained most was not only from the strategy instruction but also from the 

materials that were used to teach these strategies. Watching the advertisements and 

the funny films seemed to motivate her to learn English. This finding suggests that the 

materials used to teach the listening strategy could play an important role in the 

process of instruction. 

As for Tom, he also held a positive view about the instruction.  The most 

obvious strategies he learned from the instruction were ‘previewing the test questions’ 

and attuning his ‘selective attention’ by focusing his attention only on some specific 

aspects of the materials. It was quite an accomplishment for him because he used to 

reject these “short cuts.” But he finally accepted them due to their effectiveness.  
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In addition, he also raised questions about strategy use. He said, “I still cannot be 

sure when or where to use which strategy and how to achieve effectiveness. I can only 

employ some of the strategies” (from the second interview).This comment sheds some 

light on the implication of further strategy instructions in that the teachers may need 

to leave enough time for students to learn how and when to employ a certain strategy. 

As for Jin Pin, she found the instruction effective and useful, but she also had 

some questions about the strategy use. She said,  

I think they [the strategies] are quite useful and effective to me. But one thing 

still confuses me. I still do not know how to ‘make association.’ It was very 

difficult for me to associate a word or an idea to another thing to facilitate 

memorization. Although I have read several books on ‘association,’ I still find it 

impossible to me to ‘make association.’ 

(From the second interview)   

From her explanation, it was found that she had misunderstood the meaning of 

‘making association.’ Making association is trying to associate the learning materials 

with things that are easier for the learner to memorize. The learner can make any kind 

of free association if it facilitates memorization. However, Jin Pin misunderstood and 

thought that she needed to make exactly the same association as was suggested as an 

example in the book that I used to introduce the strategy of making associations. For 

example, the book suggested associating the words in English, like ‘fans,’ with some 

other words that sound familiar or similar in Chinese, like ‘粉絲,’  to memorize them 

more easily. However, she had a hard time creating her own association.  

Even though Jin Pin found the instruction useful, she was the only one that 

seemed not to gain more interest in learning English from the instruction. It seemed 

that the effect of these strategies did not work long enough for her to increase her 

motivation to learn English. In fact, three months after the instruction and the study 

had ended, Jin Pin had become less motivated in learning. She was off-task all the 
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time doing something meaningless and did not seem to care at all. Maybe one of the 

reasons was that she did not find the help satisfactory enough to support her to 

overcome her frustration. Her frustration accumulated and in the end, she dropped out. 

She was clearly waiting for somebody to give her solutions that promise immediate 

effects. Unfortunately, she had not found someone to offer her this kind of help yet. 

Or, it may be safer to say that solutions which promised immediate effects were not so 

easy to find since they, in fact, usually took time. Nevertheless, Jin Pin was not 

patient enough to wait for the results to emerge.  

 

5.2. Cross-Case Analysis: Issues Revealed 

There are two salient issues that these four cases shared in common in their 

strategy use. What follows is a cross-case analysis of this study. 

First and foremost, all four cases claimed the need to find their significant others 

or more knowledgeable guides to scaffold their learning. The researcher uses the term 

“significant others” to draw attention to the possibility of distinguishing significant 

from non-significant others.    

 Having significant others turned out to be the most crucial element to enable the 

four teenagers to study hard without being bothered when it was hard to manage their 

emotions, attitudes and behaviors toward learning autonomously.  

In order to better understand the function of ‘significant others,’ their definitions 

and importance in psychology and sociology are useful. Starting from the definition, 

the term was first coined by Sullivan (1947) to mean those who are instrumental and 

important in training the child in the attitudes and behavior necessary for becoming an 

adult. Then Webster (1974, p.13) extended it to mean “all those who are instrumental 

in forming the individual’s self-concept.” In this sense, significant others are those 
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who are critical in assisting the children with their self-concepts in the process of their 

development toward becoming a mature adult. Pederson (n.d.) had a more 

comprehensive definition which can best serve the purpose of this study, “any persons 

that have great influence on the adolescents’ self-evaluations, their learning process, 

and their life. They are the persons whose care, affection and approval are especially 

desired and who are most important in the development of the self.” In other words, 

significant others are those whose opinions and actions ‘matter’ to the individual, and 

so are especially important to the formation of the individual’s self-concept.  

Therefore, the importance of significant others can never be underestimated. It 

can be best revealed by Hall. Hall (1992, p.275) maintained that “the inner core of the 

subject was not autonomous and self-sufficient, but was formed in relation to 

‘significant others,’ who mediated to the subject the values, meanings and symbols –

the culture- of the worlds he/she inhabited.” Therefore, the subject was formed 

through interaction with the cultural worlds ‘outside,’ or through the mediation of the 

significant others. Consistent with Hall, Barker (2000) maintained that the human 

subject is the result of social production, in which individuals interact with the society. 

Since our cultural worlds and significant others play an important role in the 

formation of a subject, it is critical to identify who our significant others are. 

Obviously, not all others are equally important in determining the self (James, 1890; 

Mead, 1934). As Barker (2000) suggested, our first significant others are usually 

family members from whom we learnt and imitated as we learnt how to live in a 

society.  

Apparently, a significant other for these teenagers cannot be just someone who is 

elder; he or she needs to be an adult surrogate who is at the same time more 

knowledgeable and more capable of strategically solving their problems, both 
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emotionally and intellectually, as Frawley and Lantolf suggested (1985).  

If there is no such significant other, the teenagers may learn less effectively or 

not knowing why to learn. For example, Jin Pin had no significant others to guide her, 

and so differed from the other three in the ability to learn more strategically and 

purposefully. She was observed to be emotionally frustrated and depressed, and 

unable to learn effectively.  

Given that the four teenagers all found having significant others important and 

necessary, their struggle to be independent or not was easily identified. On the one 

hand, the learners, who happen to of teen-age, a period in life which is often known 

for emotional fluctuation, are not yet confident enough to be totally independent of 

their significant others. On the other, they also believe they need to learn 

autonomously in order to be a good learner. This belief creates instant conflicts 

because they have to make a choice between the two poles, to be autonomous or to be 

dependent on their significant others. 

This conflict may lead to some turmoil, making them suffer emotionally. They 

struggled because they found themselves dependent on someone else yet having a 

strong desire to be independent at the same time. They therefore tended to lose control 

over their emotions more easily, creating another vicious circle. The most obvious 

examples can be found in Natalie and Jin Pin’s responses as reported earlier. 

It seems that the first premise to learn well for these teenagers may not so much 

depend on how well the learners prepare themselves to learn independently or how 

many strategies they know to use as often suggested by SLA strategy researchers. 

Instead, it may also depend on how well the learners can control their emotions and 

how positive their learning attitudes are. These factors could be considered 

prerequisites to learning because they control the learner’s motivations to learn. 
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This finding, based on a qualitative research, is somewhat different from the 

traditional SLA strategy studies which are more cognitively-oriented. Cognitive 

theories put more emphasis on the “identification of strategy types, variables affecting 

the choice of strategies, or investigations of their teachability and learnability” 

(Donato & Mccormick, 1994, p. 453) and therefore tend to treat learning as an 

internalized input-output process, in which learning happens when the information is 

given through input and promises a positive result, the output (Larsen-Freeman, 1991). 

In this approach, language learning strategies are “cognitive predispositions or the 

result of one’s personality or hemispheric specificity” (Larsen-Freeman, Diane & 

Michael, 1991, p.199). Although cognitive theories have contributed much to helping 

SLA researchers explain and describe the process of second language learning, this 

approach has been criticized for its over-emphasis “on the individual, the 

internalization of mental processes and thus, treats learning independent of the context 

and the use of language” (Firth & Wagner, 1997). Since cognitively-oriented SLA 

theory is concerned more about “establishing direct relationships between observed 

behaviors and their neurobiological substrates” (Guiora, 2005), the learners’ affective 

domain, which can not be possibly observed, is usually treated as secondary to the 

learning process.  

This study, which aims to explore the interaction between learners’ listening 

proficiency and their listening strategy use, however, reveals that learners’ affective 

domain, their abilities to control emotions, may also play a critical role in the learning 

process. Traditional SLA studies have emphasized the importance of including some 

affective variables, especially learners’ anxiety (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; 

Horwitz &Young, 1991) and motivation (Gardner & Lambert, 1965, 1972), in 

discussing the issues of language learning. Krashen (1982) also proposed the presence 
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of an “affective filter” through which language passes. It is discovered that good FL 

learners have lower affective filters compared with less skillful language learners 

because their access to language comes more easily. Yet, in this present study, the 

affective domain includes more than learner anxiety or affective filters toward 

learning. It is concerned more about the learners’ ability to control their emotions, 

which means more than the learning anxiety that is directly caused by the 

apprehension toward the learning itself. Instead, their emotions may be related to 

external conditions, such as their social relationships with others, some important 

incidents in their life, or something that may have decided their moods. These 

conditions may result in their emotional fluctuations, which play a pivotal role in 

determining whether they are in a good condition to learn. Since the subjects in this 

case study are all teenagers, a period in life which is often known for emotional 

fluctuations, their ability to manage their emotions is shown to be one of the factors 

that predetermine whether they are willing to learn and whether they can learn well. If 

they do not have a positive attitude toward their learning situation (Gardner, 1985), 

including the learning environment and the people in that environment, they may have 

to spend a lot of time struggling with negative emotions toward the learning situation, 

much less learning autonomously. Since learners’ emotions are usually determined by 

their social interaction with others, the learner’s affective and social domains 

obviously play significant roles in their learning process.      

Obviously, it is not sufficient to treat learning only as a cognitive information 

processing procedure. Thus, Vygotskian sociocultural theory could provide an 

alternative view to widen our current understanding of learning strategies. Following 

the sociocultural theory, the learning process is a cooperative construction in which 

many contextual factors may work interactively to decide the condition for learning. 
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Donato & Mccormick (1994) maintained that learning about strategies should not be 

understood only in terms of direct instruction. Instead, learning about and using any 

strategies should be treated as “by-products of socialization into classroom practices 

of language learning” (p. 454). Consistent with this perspective, this present study, 

aiming to find the interplay between teenagers’ strategy use and their interaction with 

significant others, maintains that the learners’ significant others serve as important 

mediators in their learning process to bring about their cognitive change.  

Meanwhile, Jane and Elizabeth (2006, p.37-38) also stated that “language is not 

an input but a resource for participation in activities our everyday lives comprise and 

that participation in these activities is both the product and the process of learning.”  

Following this idea, the factors that affect the learners’ abilities to participate in their 

everyday activities are crucial. Many studies in sociocultural perspectives have 

examined classroom interactions with an eye toward identifying those factors that best 

facilitate student participation (Tharp & Gallimore, 1991; Nystrand, Gamoran, Zeiser, 

& Long, 2003). This current project also suggests more efforts should be paid to 

identify the factors that best facilitate student participation, such as their ability to 

control their emotions. If they are emotionally ready for the learning, cognitive-

oriented instruction could be delivered on a better base. That is, if the learners are 

willing to participate in these activities, they may be more ready to accept the 

instruction, and it will be more likely that they will be able to create the best possible 

output.  

Although traditional cognitive understanding, like seeking to identify which 

methods could bring about the most efficient learning or finding out how to equip the 

learners with resources to learn, are believed to affect learning outcomes and are very 

important for the teenagers, the affective and social domains can not be 
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underestimated, either.  

It is suggested that teachers who are traditionally cognitively-based need to put 

more emphasis on some affective factors when dealing with the issues of language 

learning, like equipping the learners with the abilities to manage their emotions before 

they can achieve the conditions for successful learning.  

Since teenagers are not mature enough to deal with their personal emotions, they 

need someone else to help them control their emotions, leading them to a more stable 

learning process. This once again suggests why significant others are important to 

teenagers. In order to make it possible for the learners to accept guidance from 

significant others, the prerequisite tasks for these significant others are to maintain a 

positive relationship with the learners and to assist them with their emotional 

problems. If the learner is not ready for the help provided by significant others, the 

mediation offered by them may not be appropriate. Therefore, the mediation needs to 

come right at the time when the learner is emotionally ready. In other words, to make 

their mediation successful, the significant others have many tasks to do. On the one 

hand, they need to assist the learners with the strategies to overcome their learning 

problems effectively. On the other, they need to maintain a good relationship with the 

learners in order to make the learners emotional ready for their mediation. Other than 

instructing them in the learning strategies, it seems equally important for the 

significant others to empathize with the learners’ struggles and equip them with the 

ability to deal with their emotions effectively. If the teenagers are equipped with this 

ability, it is more likely that they will be able to maintain smooth social relationships 

with others. If they have smoother social relationships, it may be easier for the 

learners to hold a positive attitude toward the learning situation which is constituted 

by the people and the learning environment in that context. The learners then may 
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make a positive evaluation to decide that the people and the environment in this 

learning situation are favorable and acceptable.                              

Therefore, two factors originally unforeseen in this study can be identified. One 

is the importance of accounting for the learners’ emotional problems when discussing 

the issues of learning and instruction. The other is the need for every teenager to find 

his or her significant others, the more knowledgeable guides, to assist his or her 

learning. These guides need to know how and when to intervene to assist them. Most 

importantly, the help from these significant others needs to be mentally-accepted by 

the teenagers before it can really work.  

These two findings also suggest that the socio-cultural aspect in language 

learning should never be underestimated since teenagers’ learning is usually 

predetermined by their emotions, attitudes, and their social relationships with others.  

Even though past research in listening strategy instruction has usually been 

cognitively based, this study derived some unexpected findings using Vygotskian 

theory to analyze the four cases. According to Vygotskian theory, it is through the 

interaction with others that a learner learns how to appropriate his or her language. 

This study points to the basis of a constructive social-cultural relationship with others, 

not with just any individuals, but with significant others who provide comfort, 

direction, support and effective learning strategies. With this basis, the learner can 

further develop positive emotions and learn more successfully.  


