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ABSTRACT 
This study aims at uncovering listening strategy use by Iranian EFL learners in general, and 

differences among proficient and less-proficient learners, in types of strategies used. To get to this, 40 EFL 

learners including 10 males and 30 females were selected and, based on listening proficiency test, were 

divided into two groups: proficient and less-proficient, each containing 20 learners. A listening 

comprehension test as well as a Likert-Scaled Listening Strategies Questionnaire were administered to the 

participants. Data collected from listening comprehension test was run through an independent sample t-test, 

while questionnaire data was analyzed through factor analysis, multiple regression analysis, and independent 

sample t-test using SPSS version 19. Results of factor analysis indicated that cognitive, metacognitive, and 

socio-affective strategies were responsible for 54.26% of Iranian EFL learners listening proficiency. Multiple 

regression analysis revealed that participants employed cognitive strategies more than other strategies (B 

=.612, T =306, sig=.003). However, independent sample t-test showed that proficient listeners used 

metacognitive strategies more frequently (T =2.205, sig =.00) 
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1. Introduction 

Listening is a fundamental skill of 

language which develops faster than 

speaking and often has a considerable 

impact on the development and emergence 

of reading and writing skills in learning a 

new language (Scarcella and Oxford, 1992; 

Oxford, 1990, 1993). The reason behind 

this lies in the fact that language learners, 

prior to responding orally or in writing, 

need to receive linguistic input through 

listening. To accentuate the significance of 
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listening skill, Brown (2001, p.248) depicts 

listening as “an important skill through 

which language learners internalize 

linguistic information without which they 

cannot produce language”. Listening 

comprehension, moreover, can be seen as 

an active and conscious process, through 

which listeners concentrate on extracting 

the important information from the spoken 

linguistic input, comprehend its meaning 

and understand its function, and produce 

linguistically appropriate output through 

combining them with the contextual clues 

and their background knowledge 

(O’Malley, Chamot & Küpper, 1989).  

Listening is the most widely used 

language skill in our daily life (Morley 

2001; Rost 2002). Therefore, one may 

logically presume that it is the most 

important skill for language learning. 

However, listening is, by no standards, an 

easy skill to be acquired because it demands 

that listeners infer meaning from the spoken 

linguistic input. Goss (1982) considers 

listening comprehension to be a complex 

mental process in which listeners try to 

reconstruct the meaning out of what they 

receive from the speakers. This 

sophisticated process is arrived at when 

listeners draw on their background 

knowledge of the language, and equally 

significant, of the world (Byrnes, 1984; 

Nagle & Sanders, 1986; Young, 1997) and 

reconstruct information in their long-term 

memory and finally interpret the spoken 

language (Murphy, 1985; Mendelsohn, 

1994; Young, 1997).  

Young (1997) believes that 

successful listeners need to be active 

processors of information. For carrying out 

such a complex process, language learners 

usually face with difficulties. Research on 

listening comprehension shows that these 

difficulties range from how fast a person is 

speaking (Conrad, 1989; Blau, 1990; Zhao, 

1997), number of words used (Johns and 

Dudley-Evans, 1980), phonological 

features of the specified chunk of speech 

(Henrichsen, 1984; Matter, 1989) and 

finally to listeners background knowledge 

(Chiang and Dunkel, 1992). In addition, 

Brown (1995) contended that levels of 

cognitive demands made by the content of 

the texts may be another reason for listening 

difficulties. 

To discover reasons for these 

difficulties, Underwood (1989, p.16) 

believes “the greatest difficulty with 

listening comprehension, as opposed to 

reading comprehension, is that listener 

cannot control how quickly a speaker 

speaks”. Moreover, when language learners 

listen to spoken language, they usually 

don’t have the opportunity to listen 

repeatedly as much as they wish. Small size 

of vocabulary knowledge of learners as well 

as lack of contextual clues in the spoken 

language may be considered as other 

reasons (Underwood, 1989). In line with 

what mentioned above, Vandergrift (1996, 

1997, and 2003) admits that listening, even 

in our first language, is a complex process 

and it bears much more complexity for 

second language learners with limited 

memory capacity (Richards, 1983). For 

example, elements such as anxiety have 

been reported to negatively correlate with 

listening success (Ghapanchi & Golparvar 

2012; Golchi 2012).  All these reasons and 

complexities make language learners resort 

to some helping techniques that are 

technically called listening strategies. 

2. Review of Literature 

Oxford (1990) believes that 

language learning strategies are those 

techniques that learners employ to improve 

the use of the target (including second and 

foreign) language information. These 

strategies are steps taken to assist learners 

to acquire, store, retrieve, and utilize 
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information. O’Malley and Chamot’s 

(1990) differentiated these strategies into 

three categories of cognitive, metacognitive 

and social-affective strategies and later on 

Vandergrift (1996; 1997) refined the 

classification. Up to date, this taxonomy has 

remained widely accepted among 

researchers. 

In their taxonomy, O’Malley and 

Chamot (1990) explained each of the 

strategies. Meta-cognitive strategies are 

those utilized by students to improve 

retention and comprehension of second 

language, they help learners control their 

learning through planning, monitoring, 

evaluating and problem-solving. In line 

with this definition of metacognitive 

strategies, Rubin (1987) defines these 

strategies as management techniques used 

by language learners to control their 

learning process. 

Cognitive strategies, on the other 

hand, are those which involve direct 

manipulation or transformation of the 

learning materials in performing a learning 

task (Brown and Palincsar, 1982; O’Malley 

and Chamot, 1990). They are strategies 

employed by learners to handle the material 

to be learned. Hinke (2006) defined the role 

of cognitive strategies as assisting learners 

in listening for gist, activating learners’ 

background knowledge before listening, 

and making inferences about what they 

hear. Goh (1998) asserts that cognitive 

strategies, which include inferencing, 

repeating, deduction, imagery, elaboration, 

note taking, and translation, are utilized by 

language learners to help them process, 

store and recall new information.  

Chamot and O’Malley (1987) 

define socio-affective strategies as the 

attempts to develop positive emotional 

reactions and attitudes towards language 

learning. Vandergrift (2003) explained 

socio-affective strategies as the techniques 

language learners utilize to cooperate with 

others, to confirm their understanding, or to 

lower anxiety. These strategies are 

employed in the forms of asking the teacher 

for clarification, and applying specific 

techniques to lower anxiety (O'Malley, 

Chamot, & Küpper, 1989; Vandergrift, 

1997).  

Research carried out in learning 

strategies suggests they are effectively 

helpful in the process of language learning 

(Chamot, 2005). Vandergrift (1996) 

utilized a structured interview to uncover 

the strategies that high school students at 

different course levels reported using in 

different types of listening tasks. He found 

that all students had used strategies related 

to three broad categories: metacognitive, 

cognitive, and socio-affective strategies. 

Exploring strategy use, Bacon (1992a, 

1992b) reported that the participants 

employed more cognitive than 

metacognitive strategies, and that females 

utilized metacognitive strategies more 

significantly than males. 

Studies on the relation between 

proficiency level and strategy use are 

relatively rich and there is a positive 

correlation between strategy use and second 

language proficiency (Oxford et al., 2004). 

In addition, others attempted to survey the 

effectiveness of strategy instruction in 

developing listening proficiency of 

language learners (Carrier, 2003; 

Vandergrift, 2003; Vandergrift, & 

Tafaghodtari, 2010; Cross, 2009; Chen, 

2009; Coşkun, 2010; Bozorgian & Pillay, 

2013; Rahimi & Katal, 2013; Rasouli, 

Mollakhan, & Karbalae, 2013; Dousti & 

Abolfathias, 2013). Researchers have found 

that there is a significant difference between 

proficient and less-proficient learners in 

their use of learning strategies (e.g., Bacon, 

1992; Goh, 1998, 2000; O’Malley & 

Chamot, 1990; Vandergrift, 1998, 2003). In 
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addition, research has also indicated that the 

level of proficiency is one of the significant 

elements that determine the choice of a 

strategy (Conrad, 1985; O’Malley & 

Chamot, 1990; Rost & Ross, 1991). 

Therefore, it is logically concluded that 

skilled learners use more strategies than 

their less-skilled counterparts, and the types 

of strategies skilled and less-skilled learners 

use differed significantly. 

Vandergrift (1993) reported that 

both proficient and less-proficient learners 

tended to utilize cognitive strategies. 

However, proficient learners, compared 

with less-proficient learners, used 

metacognitive strategies more frequently. 

Strategies they used included monitoring 

comprehension, identifying problems, use 

of their world knowledge, and overlooking 

irrelevant information. The same results 

were reported by Vandergrift (1997). 

Proficient learners reported using more 

metacognitive strategies than less-

proficient listeners. In addition he found 

that, proficient listeners differed 

significantly in their use of cognitive 

strategies. While less-proficient listeners 

utilized more surface-processing strategies 

including translation and transfer, skilled 

listeners employed more deep-processing 

cognitive strategies such as comprehension 

monitoring and problem identification. 

In line with his previous research on 

listening strategies, Vandergrift (2003) 

found that listeners generally tended to use 

cognitive strategies more frequently, 

metacognitive strategies use came second, 

and there was little use of socio-affective 

strategies. Moreover, regarding the number 

of total strategies used, Vandergrift (2003) 

reported that proficient listeners used 

strategies twice as often as the less-skilled 

listeners. He also found that the more 

skilled listeners employed metacognitive 

strategies more frequently than the less-

skilled learners and less-skilled students 

utilized more translation which is a 

cognitive strategy. Other researchers (Baker 

& Brown, 1984; O’Malley & Chamot, 

1990; Rubin, 1987) have also confirmed 

that proficient learners use more 

metacognitive strategies. Also, O’Malley, 

Chamot, and Kupper (1989) found that 

successful listeners utilized more repair 

strategies. 

Other studies on listening strategy 

use have indicated that metacognitive 

strategies play a magnificent role in 

developing listening ability in second 

language learning, and have accentuated the 

positive outcomes of instructing students on 

strategy use in listening (O’Malley and 

Chamot, 1990; Vandergrift, 1997b). 

Research has also indicated that proficient 

learners use more top-down strategies while 

less-proficient learners utilized more 

bottom-up strategies (Clark, 1980; Conrad, 

1985; Tsui & Fullilove, 1998; O’Malley, 

Chamot, & Kupper, 1989).  

3. Statement of the Problem and 

Research Questions 

Previous research on listening 

strategies covered all three strategies: 

cognitive, metacognitive, and socio-

affective. However, there feels a lack of 

research on exploring all these strategies 

together in relation to listening proficiency. 

Some studies have concentrated on 

metacognitive strategies (i.e. Goh, 2006; 

Vandergrift, 2005), while others have 

focused on the listening strategies learners 

used while taking a listening test (Cohen, 

2000, Taguchi, 2002). Besides, most of 

researchers who have studied listening 

comprehension strategies employed 

qualitative methods including using a think-

aloud procedure, a recall protocol, and a 

structured interview to collect data. Thus, 

researchers in this study try to shed light on 

these research questions: 
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1. What are the strategies that 

Iranian EFL learners use while listening to 

an authentic text in English? 

2. Is there a difference between 

proficient and less-proficient listeners in 

their use of cognitive, metacognitive, and 

socio-affective strategies? 

4. Methodology 

4.1. Research Design 

The present study, unlike majority 

of research on strategy use by learners 

which used qualitative procedures to 

uncover strategy use by learners, aims at 

employing quantitative methods to reveal 

strategy use by Iranian EFL learners. A total 

of 40 EFL learners participated in this 

study. They were asked to listen to two 

lectures and answer 10 comprehension 

questions related to each of the lectures. 

Right after the listening test, students were 

required to complete a Likert-scaled 

questionnaire. The data gathered from the 

listening test and the Listening 

Comprehension Strategies Questionnaire 

was run in an independent-samples t-test, 

and factor analysis through SPSS version 

19. 

4.2. Research Subjects and Procedures 

The participants of this study were 

40 Iranian EFL learners, 10 males and 30 

females, majoring Teaching English as a 

Foreign Language (TEFL) in English 

Department at University of Zabol, Zabol, 

Iran. About half of them were studying in 

their 4th semester, while the next half were 

enrolled in their 2nd semester. In the present 

study, 20 students in 4th semester compose 

the Proficient Learners group, and 20 

students in 2nd semester are considered as 

Less-proficient Learners group. (Although, 

to determine whether they are significantly 

different in proficiency, they underwent a 

listening test, see 5.1). Participants were all 

native speakers of Persian (Farsi). They 

were attending listening classes as part of 

their educational curriculum two sessions a 

week, each lasting about 90 minutes.  

To collect data, all students 

participated in a listening test session and 

listened to an English story. The story was 

played twice to all students and while 

listening, they could answer to 10 listening 

comprehension questions. Then, they were 

required to complete a Likert-Scaled 

Listening Strategies Questionnaire to 

uncover the strategies they used for 

listening (See appendix A). Table 1 shows 

groups statistics: 
Table 1. Groups Statistics 

 
4.3. Instruments  

4.3.1. Listening Test 

Purpose of administering the 

listening test was to find whether there was 

a significant difference in proficient and 

less-proficient students’ listening 

achievement. However students were in 

two different semesters and their listening 

proficiency was evidently different, the 

listening test was administered to make sure 

of their proficiency level. Moreover, 

students could use the listening test to 

reflect on their mental strategies while 

completing the questionnaire items. The 

listening was an English story called “a 

municipal report” by O. Henry, read by a 

native speaker of English, which lasted 

09:05. 

4.3.2. Likert-Scale Questionnaire 

The questionnaire used to unveil the 

listening strategies use by EFL learners was 

adapted from two previous studies: a: 

“Teaching L2 Learners How to Listen Does 

Make a Difference: An Empirical Study” by 

Vandergrift and Tafaghodtari (2010), and 

Abdalhamid (2012). b: “L2 Learners’ 

Strategic Mental Processes during a 
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Listening Test” by Taguchi (2001).  Of 

course, some adjustments were made to the 

wording of some items to make them fit the 

purpose of questionnaire application. For 

instance, “French” was replaced with 

“English” in some of the questions. It is 

composed of 20 items related to listening 

comprehension. A four-point Likert-Scale 

ranging from (strongly disagree) to 

(strongly agree) was used to indicate 

students’ preferences. These 20 items 

measure the use of the strategies and 

processes underlying three factors related to 

the monitoring and regulating of L2 

listening comprehension. These three 

factors include cognitive strategies (i.e. 

linguistic inferencing, and problem 

solving), metacognitive strategies (i.e. 

planning, and monitoring listening 

comprehension), and affective strategies 

(i.e. motivation, and anxiety). 

Questionnaire reliability, as shown in Table 

2, was calculated 0.775.  
Table: 2 Reliability Statistics 

 
4.4. Data Analysis  

      To determine whether there was a 

significant difference between proficient 

and less-proficient students’ proficiency 

level, an independent-samples t-test was 

conducted using SPSS software version 19. 

Then, the questionnaire data for all students 

(including both proficient and less-

proficient) was run through a factor analysis 

using SPSS software to reduce 

questionnaire data into three main factors 

(cognitive, metacognitive, and socio-

affective) and to uncover strategy use by 

Iranian EFL students in general. Next, data 

collected through questionnaire and 

proficiency data was analyzed by multiple 

regression analysis to see how much of the 

listening comprehension variance was 

accounted for by the three factors. Finally, 

all data was categorized based on the 

proficiency level of students and was run 

through multiple regression analysis to give 

us a picture of strategy use by proficient and 

less-proficient students separately. 

5. Results and Discussion  

5.1. Results of Independent sample t-test  

            To see whether there was a 

significant difference in the listening 

proficiency of the two groups of the 

research, the scores of the listening test for 

both the proficient and less-proficient 

groups were run through a two-tailed 

independent- samples t-test. It needs to be 

mentioned that for all analyses reported in 

this research, the alpha level for 

significance was set at .05. As shown in 

table 3, the t-test results indicated that the 

proficient group had significantly 

outperformed the less proficient group on 

the listening comprehension test, with t 

value = 11.84, and p-value = .005. 

However, the t-test used to analyze this data 

was two-sided, so the p-value was divided 

by two to get a one-sided p-value (0.025). 

The results of the t-test prove that there is a 

statistically significant difference between 

of the proficient and less-proficient groups. 
Table: 3 Independent Samples Test 

 
5.2. Results of Questionnaire data analysis 

       To uncover factors responsible for 

listening achievement of both groups and 

determine whether they use strategies or 

not, the Listening Comprehension 

Strategies Questionnaire data was run 

through a factor analysis with varimax 
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rotation using the principle component 

extraction method. Factor analysis yielded 

three factors: cognitive, metacognitive, and 

affective. The three factors accounted for 

54.26% of the total variance. The first 

factor, cognitive strategies, accounted for 

28.75% of the total variance. As shown in 

Table 4, questionnaire items (sub-

components) related with cognitive strategy 

use were positively related with this 

component. Metacognitive component, 

which is the second factor, accounted for 

13.66% of the total variance, while socio-

affective factor accounted for 11.85% of the 

total variance.  
Table: 4 Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

 
 Table 5, 6, and 7 indicate varimax 

rotated loadings for questionnaire items 

related to cognitive, metacognitive, and 

socio-affective strategies respectively. 
Table: 5 Varimax Rotated Loadings for Factor 

Analysis of the Listening Comprehension Strategies 

Scale (Cognitive component) 

     
Table: 6 Varimax Rotated Loadings for Factor 

Analysis of the Listening Comprehension Strategies 

Scale (Metacognitive component) 

 
Table: 7 Varimax Rotated Loadings for Factor 

Analysis of the Listening Comprehension Strategies 

Scale (Socio-affective component) 

 
     The findings of factor analysis suggest 

that these three factors (cognitive, 

metacognitive, and socio-affective) are 

significant subcomponents of the listening 

comprehension strategies questionnaire. 

The results of factor analysis also revealed 

that majority of both proficient and less-

proficient learners reported using three 

types of listening comprehension strategies. 

5.3. Multiple Regression Analysis 

          To explain the relationship between 

the scores and the three factors (cognitive, 

metacognitive, and socio-affective), and to 

explore which of the factors is most 

responsible for the listening achievement of 

the proficient and less-proficient groups, 

the data was run through a multiple 

regression.  Table 8 shows that among three 

variables, the cognitive was the most 

important predictor of the students 

achievement on the listening test (B = .612, 

t = 3.06, p = .003). Metacognitive factor 

was the second effective factor (B = .423, t 

= 2.56, p = .004), while socio-affective 

factor was the least (B = -.129, t = -1.852, p 

= .006). It is noteworthy that these results 
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relate to all date, including both proficient 

and less-proficient.  
Table: 8 Regression Coefficients and Significance  

 
5.4. Independent sample T-test for group 

comparison  

          To uncover the strategy use in 

relation to proficiency level, data was 

divided in two groups: the proficient group 

data, and the less-proficient group data. 

Then, three independent sample t-tests was 

run to prove any probable difference in 

using cognitive, metacognitive, and socio-

affective strategies in the two mentioned 

groups. As indicated in Table 9 and 10, 

results of data analysis show that there is not 

a significant difference between the 

proficient and the less-proficient groups in 

their use of cognitive and socio-affective 

strategies. On the other hand, results of 

independent sample t-test indicated a 

significant difference in metacognitive 

strategies use between the two groups.         
Table: 9 Independent Samples Test for cognitive 

strategy use 

 
Table: 10 Independent Samples Test for socio-

affective strategy use 

 
Table: 11 Independent Samples Test for 

metacognitive strategy use 

 
         Based on the results of all data 

analyses (factor analysis, multiple 

regression analysis, and independent 

sample t-test analysis), it is possible to 

answer the research questions. Concerning 

the first research question, the strategies 

Iranian EFL learners use while listening, 

results of factor analysis indicated that 

Iranian EFL learners utilize three listening 

strategies (cognitive, metacognitive, and 

socio-affective). However, multiple 

regression analysis proved that they tended 

to rely more on cognitive strategies. The 

same results were reported by Mohseny and 

Raeisi (2009) when they analyzed strategy 

use among Iranian EFL learners. In 

addition, Vandergrift (2003) found the 

same pattern of listening strategy use 

among students learning French. However, 

Bidabadi and Yamat (2011) reported a 

different pattern where metacognitive 

strategies were reported as the most 

frequently used strategies among Iranian 

EFL freshmen university students. 

Metacognitive strategies were the second 

important strategies used by the 

participants, and socio-affective strategies 

were the least employed strategies. These 

findings seem in line with what Bacon 

(1992a, 1992b), Vandergrift (1993), and  

Vandergrift (2003) reported. They found 

that listeners generally tended to use 

cognitive strategies more frequently, 

metacognitive strategies use came second, 

and there was little use of socio-affective 

strategies. Due to low frequency of socio-

affective strategies, some researchers 
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(Serri, Boroujeni, & Hesabi, 2012) omitted 

them from factor analysis in their study on 

listening strategies. Some other researchers 

(e.g. Riazi, 2007) suggested that there may 

be some needs to teach socioaffective 

strategies to EFL students. 

             In response to the second research 

question, relation between listening 

proficiency and  use of cognitive, 

metacognitive, and socio-affective 

strategies, results of independent sample t-

tests (Tables 9, 10, and 11) are revealing. 

Independent sample t-tests that analyzed 

relation of listening proficiency level and 

strategy use indicated that there was no 

significant difference between proficient 

and less-proficient groups in their use of 

cognitive and socio-affective strategies. 

However, regarding metacognitive strategy 

use, results showed a significant difference 

between the two groups. These findings 

indicate a positive correlation between 

listening proficiency level and 

metacognitive strategy use. The same 

findings were reported by many researchers 

(Baker & Brown, 1984; Conrad, 1985; 

Rubin, 1987; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; 

Rost & Ross, 1991; Bacon, 1992; Goh, 

1998, 2000; Vandergrift, 1997, 1998, 2003; 

Oxford et al., 2004). The findings is also 

goes in line with what other researchers 

have reported on the positive correlation 

between listening proficiency and using 

more top-down strategies (Clark, 1980; 

Conrad, 1985; Tsui & Fullilove, 1998; 

O’Malley, Chamot, & Kupper, 1989).                

6. Conclusion 
The aim of this research was to 

identify relationship between the listening 

strategy (cognitive, metacognitive, and 

socio-affective) use and listening 

proficiency among Iranian EFL learners. 40 

EFL learners, including 10 males and 30 

females, were selected and divided into 

proficient and less-proficient groups, each 

containing 20 learners. Both groups were 

administered both a listening 

comprehension test as well as a Likert-

Scaled Listening Strategies Questionnaire. 

Then, data was analyzed through some 

rounds of independent sample t-test, factor 

analysis, and multiple regression analysis 

using SPSS. Factor analysis revealed that 

listening strategies were responsible for 

54.26% of Iranian EFL learners listening 

proficiency. Moreover, results of multiple 

regression analysis indicated that cognitive 

strategies, among others, were the most 

used listening strategies (B =.612, T =306, 

sig=.003). Finally, results of three 

independent sample t-tests proved the 

positive correlation between learners’ 

proficiency level and metacognitive 

strategy use (T =2.205, sig =.00).                
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