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In this paper, an action research project on foreign language listening in the German as a foreign
language (GFL) classroom is described. The aim of the study was to examine the feasibility of a meta-
cognitive approach in FL listening instruction in order to integrate elements of learner autonomy into
a more systematic course design. In the study, 2nd-year university learners were asked to not only un-
dertake required tasks, but also to reflect on problems they faced and strategies they used. The results
show that learners were conscious of their use of strategies, but there were different levels of aware-
ness. Based on the findings of several action research cycles and supported by other research in this
field, the researcher emphasises the importance of raising students’ awareness of learning processes
to promote learning autonomy in the long term.
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N ACTION research project in the German as a foreign language (GFL) classroom is re-

ported on in this paper. The objective of the study was to investigate how a metacognitive

pedagogical sequence—the reflective cycle from Vandergrift and Goh (2012)—could be
integrated into the design of a basic German course at a private university in Japan. In particular, the
aim was to examine student reactions, through frequent written and oral reflections on their listen-
ing comprehension ability, and their use of listening strategies to identify potential benefits for both
the teacher and the learners resulting from this activity. The findings will be used in designing an
appropriate approach to help learners becoming more reflective and self-regulated.

Self-regulation includes not only the use of cognitive strategies, but also metacognitive strategies
for helping students to become—in the long term—more autonomous, which is an important goal
for language learners (e.g., Holec, 1981; Tonshoff, 2007). Researchers agree this is a necessity in sup-
porting and guiding learners to take responsibility for their learning, so that they are able to monitor
their learning process in order to set goals and plan the steps to achieve these goals.
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In the first section, the conceptual framework of the study is de-
scribed, followed by explanations for why action research was used
as a tool for this project. After defining the problem, research ques-
tions and the method are presented. Then, three research cycles
with their different phases are described. Research questions of the
subsequent cycles and detailed descriptions of the procedure of the
respective cycles are included. Finally, the conclusions are presented
in reference to the benefits and challenges faced by the teacher and
students during the project.

Conceptual Framework

Learner Development and Self-Regulation as a
Key to L2 Proficiency

Wenden (2002) described the two foundational ideas that lead to
the field of learner development, which is an answer to the problem
of learner diversity, with the aim of helping individual learners to
improve their learning ability. These foundational ideas are self-
directed language learning (SDLL) and learner strategies in language
learning (LSLL). The view of human cognition as an active process-
ing of information led to the first research on learning strategies
and the recognition of the distinction between metacognitive and
cognitive learning strategies. LSLL has to be seen as derived from
Rubin’s (1975, pp. 46-48) research on the good language learner,
which lists seven strategies a good language learner uses. A good
language learner (a) can deal with uncertainty, (b) has a strong will
to communicate and to learn from communication, (c) is not inhib-
ited, (d) analyses patterns in the language, (e) practises, (f) monitors
his speech and learns from mistakes, and (f) considers the context
of the speech act. Rubin further claimed that these habits would
help less successful language learners to become better learners.
However, there are more variables—for example attitude, motiva-
tion, and intelligence—that influence success in language learn-
ing. Self-regulated learners can overcome obstacles and are able to

motivate themselves (Zimmermann, 1990). They can use different
techniques and strategies to help themselves become more self-
directed in their learning. This leads, as a result, to more effective
learning with greater control and is described as the ultimate goal,
which is seen as a key to L2 proficiency (Oxford, 2011). Shifts in
emphasis away from the good language learner to the individual
learner and from interest in the quantity to the quality of strategy
use resulted in an increasing interest in metacognition (Grenfell &
Macaro, 2007). Why it is important to develop metacognitive aware-
ness is described in more detail below.

Learning Strategies as Elements of Self-
Regulation and the Role of Metacognitive
Awareness

Following Oxford (2011), in the current study learning strategies are
considered as elements that can facilitate language learning and can
lead in the long term to more self-regulation and autonomy. Bim-
mel (2012) addressed another important and controversial learn-
ing stragegy: the role of awareness when using learning strategies.
The distinction between whether a strategy is used consciously or
not has didactical consequences and was therefore crucial for my
study. Bimmel considered Westhoff’s (2001) definition of a learning
strategy (an action plan in order to achieve a learning goal) to be
important, because this conception distinguishes between a learn-
ing strategy as a conscientious plan that is implemented to achieve
alearning goal and as the concrete realisation of strategic learning
actions.

Another important implication concerns the two different roles
of the learner: that of the mental manager of cognitive processes
(e.g., planning and evaluating learning) and that of the executor
of the strategic learning action (e.g., taking notes). Metacogni-
tive awareness manages the learning process, such as the use of
strategies, and enables the learner to set goals and monitor his or
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her learning. Oxford (2011) identified four levels of explicitness in
strategy instruction. Only level 4 involves metacognitive awareness,
namely reflecting on the strategy, evaluating success, and transfer-
ring the strategy to new tasks. Oxford came to the conclusion that
the more explicit the strategy instruction, the more successful it is.
1t seems therefore highly recommendable to integrate awareness-
raising elements systematically right from the beginning of strategy
instruction to maximize strategy use.

Action Research for Curriculum Change

Action research is a means to improve teaching practices as well

as a useful tool for examining the classroom situation systemati-
cally in order to address current classroom issues or to introduce
curriculum changes (McKernan, 1996). This is a very useful method
because it allows the teacher to take on two roles at the same time:
the producer and the user of theory (Riding, Fowell, & Levy, 1995).
Based on the teacher’s individual teaching situation and emphasiz-
ing the close connection between theory and practice, action re-
search is a response to empirical research, which does not consider
the local context. There are various methods for gathering data. For
example, teacher diaries, field notes, questionnaires, and interviews.
The teacher diary, in particular, can be considered as familiar and
practicable in contrast to perhaps intimidating empirical research
methods (Altrichter & Posch, 1994).

The cyclical process—seen by most researchers as a spiral, be-
cause several cycles should follow each other—is characteristic of an
action research project and is one of the strong points of action re-
search. Kemmis and McTaggarts (1988) identified four phases of an
action research cycle: planning, action, observation, and reflection.

Three such research cycles were carried out for the present study.
The data were mainly gathered through written reflections by the
students, observations, and field notes. Notes and summaries in
the teacher diary were made after each session while the students

were discussing their problems with listening comprehension or
were working on their listening tasks. The learners’ answers were
collected and analysed to determine their level of metacognitive
awarerness.

Problem Definition and Research Questions

The present research concentrated on listening, one of the four
major skills. Many learners at the end of the 1st and during the 2nd
year of their study of GFL seem to have difficulties when engaged
in listening tasks. Moreover, many students find it problematic to
speak about listening tasks and processes, especially when listen-
ing activities become more challenging. This is often a difficult
situation for teachers, because they cannot identify the students’
problems and do not know why understanding broke down (Field,
2008).

In the field of listening, the metacognitive approach of Van-
dergrift and Goh (2012) is a helpful method for encouraging the
learners to become more reflective. They defined metacognition as
the “ability to think about our own thinking or ‘cognition’ and, by
extension, to think about how we process information for a range of
purposes and manage the way we do it” (pp. 83-84). They suggested
a metacognitive pedagogical sequence, whose particular steps are
explained in detail in the method section.

In order to explore the learners’ level of awareness, three action
research cycles were carried out. The research questions of the dif-
ferent cycles are outlined in each of the sections describing them.
The main research questions of this study were the following:

1. To what extent are students able to speak about listening prob-
lems and strategies?

2. Are there any challenges or benefits for the teacher and the
learners when reflections are systematically carried out before
and after listening exercises? If yes, which insights do they
provide for the teacher’s future lesson planning?
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Method
Context of the Study

The class took place twice a week, and each session lasted 90 min-
utes. Two teachers, a German native speaker and a Japanese native
speaker, taught the class alternately. The class was a four-skills class
and followed a communicative approach that involved pair and
group work.

Participants

There were 13 learners in the class; 11 were English majors and two
were enrolled in business administration. Ten attended the class
regularly and three came only sporadically. They had started learn-
ing German one year before, which means their level was about Al
of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.

Teaching Materials and Procedure

Listening tasks were mainly taken from the textbook Menschen
(Evans, Pude, & Specht, 2012). To enhance the students’ awareness
of cognitive and metacognitive thinking, I worked with the meta-
cognitive pedagogical sequence described in Vandergrift and Goh
(2012). The metacognitive processes are stimulated in several stages.
The sequence includes a planning phase, two verifications (with a
classmate and in plenary), an individual verification, and a reflection
about the listening task. This was to make the learners judge their
use of strategies and set up goals for the next listening task. The
stages and the process of listening are described in Table 1.

Table 1. Stages in the Metacognitive Pedagogical
Sequence (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012, p. 109)

Stimulated key metacognitive ~ Stage
process
Planning Planning/predicting

» First listen

First verification and plan with
peers for second listen

Monitoring, evaluation, and
planning

» Second listen

Second verification and text
reconstruction or other com-
prehension activity

» Third listen

Final verification

Monitoring, evaluation, and
problem-solving

Monitoring and problem-
solving

Evaluation and planning Reflection and goal-setting

Research Cycles
Cycle 1
Planning

A questionnaire was designed to find out more about the learn-
ers’ problems with and attitudes towards listening. Because of the
beginner level of the students, the questionnaire was in Japanese.
Furthermore, 1 wanted the students to express themselves without
thinking about language problems (for a discussion of the language
of strategy instruction, see Oxford, 2011). Following are the ques-
tions asked:

o Do you want to improve your listening skill?

o DPlease describe your attitude towards listening tasks in general.
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«  What do you think is difficult when it comes to listening tasks?

o What strategies do you use during listening tasks?

The findings from the questionnaire were to form a starting point
for integrating listening instruction more systematically into the
lessons. In accordance with the aim of action research—to investi-
gate issues within one’s own teaching context—it seemed appro-
priate, in this phase of the project, not to refer too much to other
research, but rather to concentrate on the issues 1 had identified in
the classroom situation and therefore to formulate the questions
accordingly.

Action

The students were informed that there was going to be a focus

on developing their listening skills. The above questionnaire was
handed out during regular class time. Twelve learners were present
and filled in the questionnaire. Their answers were translated with
the help of a native speaker of Japanese.

Observation and Reflection

Results showed that all of them were interested in developing
their listening skills. One learner described herself as the “listening
type,” which is why she wanted to develop this skill. No negative
comments on listening, such as anxiety or refusal, were reported.
Whereas the learners considered this skill to be important, they
were very aware that listening was challenging and difficult.

The problems they described are categorised in Table 2. Several
problems were common among the learners in the study. Their
main concerns were a lack of vocabulary to understand and the
speed of delivery. Many mentioned problems about the amount of
vocabulary they considered necessary for the listening task. Often
learners reported that they understood single words, but were not

able to understand the meaning of the sentence as a whole. Another
commonly cited problem was an inability to connect sound and the
written word. The second most frequent response category referred
to the speaking of the listening text; 10 students out of 12 had prob-
lems following the text because the speaking speed was too fast. In
addition, four learners wrote about concentration problems and
two learners could not identify any specific problem.

Table 2. Listening Problems Students Identified
(N=11)

Examples of students’ responses No. of
(translated) responses
1 do not have enough vocabulary. 11

Category

Vocabulary
1 do not recognise words.

1 only understand individual words.

1 can’t make a connection between

sound and written word.

Too fast 10
No repetitions

1 have a hard time to concentrate. 4
Listening is difficult in general. 2

Speech speed

Concentration
Other

Everything is difficult.

The strategies used by the students before and during the listen-
ing activities are shown in Table 3. Generally, the learners’ com-
ments referred to the planning phase before listening starts, in
which they considered the situation and vocabulary. The comment
“preparing myself for fast speed” shows clearly that one learner was
well aware of her problem. Others mentioned inference strategies
and found sound effects and different voices to be helpful.
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Table 3. Strategies Used by the Students During
Listening Tasks (N = 12)

No. of
responses

Examples of students’ responses

Category (translated)

1 read the listening task carefully, before 7
listening.

Planning

1 ask the teacher or a classmate if there are
words 1 don’t understand.

1 prepare myself for fast speech speed.
1 try not to miss the beginning.
1 am aware of the context of the situation.

1 find it helpful, when the voices are differ- 4
ent.

Inference

1 check the noises, they also give hints
about the content.

Checking 1stop the CD after each sentence. 4

1 use my dictionary (if possible, but often it
is too fast).

If possible, 1 would read the transcript
before listening.

1 listen to every sentence several times.

There were learners who were able to cope well with the listening
tasks, but others wrote about strategies that are not useful in a real
listening situation, for example using a dictionary and stopping the
CD after every sentence. Some learners wished to control the listen-
ing situation by reading the transcript while listening.

In the first cycle, the learners reflected on their attitude, prob-
lems, and strategies in relation to their listening comprehension.
Already that small group of 12 learners was very heterogeneous
concerning the level of awareness of the problems and strategies.

The listening problems they identified—unknown vocabulary and
not being able to recognise words—were similarly noted in stud-

ies by Goh (2000) and Hasan (2000). Listening tasks can involve a
degree of uncertainty and ambiguity, which is a real challenge for
learners who judge their level of proficiency and confidence as being
low (O’Donnell, 2003).

Cycle 2
Planning

Because of the heterogeneity of the students’ answers concern-
ing their level of awareness, 1 decided to refer, in the next step of
the project, to a concrete listening experience. This was under the
assumption that it might be easier for weaker students to reflect
directly after an actual listening task. The questions in this reflec-
tion were the following:

o How difficult was the task?
o What exactly was difficult?
o Which strategies did you use?

Action

Based on the metacognitive approach, 1 used integrated exercises
and combined the normal listening tasks with reflection tasks. The
reflections (in Japanese) were collected and the teacher gave feed-
back based on the reflections 1 week later.

Observation and Reflection

In total, the learners wrote six reflections on different tasks from
the textbook used in class. The degree of difficulty of the tasks was
judged differently. The problems referred mainly to vocabulary and
speed issues. Other problems were task related: For example, one
student had difficulties in recognising names. Concerning strate-
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gies, the comparison of answers with classmates was much appreci-
ated by the learners. In class discussions, individual learners voiced
their specific listening problems; others reacted by giving advice.
For example, one learner pointed out that it is essential to read and
understand the questions beforehand, because even short words
like negations can make a big difference. After individual reflec-
tions, feedback through the teacher, and discussions in plenary, the
emphasis in the third cycle was on the social component.

Cycle 3
Planning

Co-constructing knowledge through discussion is considered to be
one of the guiding principles of metacognitive instruction. There is
not enough research on its effectiveness so far, since development
of listening skills is mainly seen as an individual issue (Goh, 2008).
Because the learners judged interactive aspects very positively in
Cycle 2,1 decided to explore social elements in Cycle 3.

Action

The learners were put into groups of three to discuss their own lis-
tening strategies. The procedure during the listening task followed
the metacognitive sequence depicted in Table 1. The learners were
asked to discuss in their group and write down the answers to the
following questions before the first listening phase:

e Which words can we expect to hear?

«  Which difficulties do we expect?

In the next step, students listened to the text, followed by a group

discussion about its content. After having listened a second time,
they compared their answers again in the same group. The text
was played a third time. The learners discussed—again in the same

group—and wrote comments in Japanese on the following ques-
tions on a poster:

o Which strategies did we use during the task?
o What was difficult? What was easy?
o How did we feel about the class today?

Observation and Reflection

The students then presented their poster and explained their
statements to the other groups, so as to exchange opinions among
groups. The author observed the groups while they were discussing.
On November 6, 2014, 1 made this remark in my diary:

Learners judged teamwork as positive in their reflective com-
ments, and in most of the studies on metacognitive instruc-
tions discussions with partners seem to be essential and very
helpful. Nevertheless, 1 had the impression while observing
the groups that they had rather a hard time. From my obser-
vation, it seems that there were hardly any real discussions
from two groups out of the three. Instead 1 saw the students
passing the paper around while asking: “Do you want to
comment on something? 1 really don’t know what to write.”
Two students did not seem to understand the purpose of the
exercise, since they were wondering about the meaning of
the word “strategy.” 1 realised that some of the rather quiet
students did not engage in the conversation at all. (author’s
personal diary)

Even though a real discussion—exchanging opinions on listening
problems and strategies—was not observed, students came up with
the comments shown in Table 4.
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Table 4. Students’ Comments During Group
Discussion on Listening Problems and Strategies

Comment topic Comment

Before listening

Expected difficult Fast /1 don’t understand words

points

Strategies Get used to the text / take notes
After listening

Difficult points Perfect tense / Words / Grammar /

Many unknown words / too fast / dif-
ficult to recognize words / synonyms

Learners seemed to cope better when writing reflections indi-
vidually or when discussing in plenary than they did in the group
discussions. The students did not comment on how they felt about
the class on that day and they seemed to find it difficult to talk
about their listening difficulties and strategies in the group phases.
Quiet learners participated in neither the discussion nor writing
comments on the poster. Although the teacher explained and read
the learners’ comments during the individual reflection, the concept
of strategy did not seem to be clear to all.

The students’ weak conclusions—weak when compared to the
individual written reflections and plenary discussions of Cycle 1
and Cycle 2—might also be a result of the level of the listening task
being too difficult. The students who said that they did not know
what to write might have been overstrained by the level of the task
or were not interested in the topic. Since the discussion took place
in Japanese there were no language issues involved. The importance
of level and topic should not be underestimated. In a study in which
students used different strategies when watching a video O’'Malley,
Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Russo, and Kiipper (1985) found that
learners considered strategies to be useful when they were interest-
ed in the video or had enough knowledge of the video’s topic. Chen’s

(2005) findings suggested that learners are more willing to practise
strategy use with tasks they consider not too difficult concerning
vocabulary, grammar, topics, or length.

Implications and Conclusions

The central aims of the study were to explore the students’ learning
awareness in listening and to then draw conclusions for further les-
son planning. The starting point was my observations of students’
reactions and difficulties during listening tasks. It is therefore not
surprising to come to conclusions that refer primarily to this spe-
cific learning context. Such conclusions are, however, also relevant
to other learning contexts facing similar challenges or those held
under similar circumstances. The reflection cycles also have applica-
tion to other areas of skills development.

Individual written reflections—in general at the beginning of
the course and after the listening tasks—were conducted as well as
discussions in plenary and in groups. Results showed that learn-
ers’ awareness of their learning processes was very heterogeneous.
Some learners had a high awareness and could give advice to others
during plenary discussions, while some did not participate actively
during conversations about listening. Since it is difficult to decide if
this approach is useful for them, further inquiries through (group)
interviews, informal talks, or written statements would be neces-
sary. It was encouraging to see that most learners in this study, even
though they were beginners, were interested and found it useful to
talk about problems and strategies while developing their listening
skills. Indeed, research has shown that a metacognitive approach is
useful for learners of different levels in various learning contexts,
such as beginning-level high school students (Vandergrift, 2002) or
young learners (Goh & Taib, 2000).

Concerning the reflection methods used, it seems essential to give
the students different possibilities for discussing language learn-
ing. Collaboration was identified as essential for the learners in the
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described study. It would be interesting to further examine how
co-constructing knowledge of learning processes is happening and
considered by the learners, if students who have better developed
skills can profit from such an approach as well as learners who have
more difficulties with listening, and how to deal with learners who
need more guidance than others.

Using action research as a means to develop course content was
a good and practicable approach. Methods like short reflections,
observations, field notes, teacher diary, and discussions in plenary
did not require much preparation and led to interesting insights.
However, the fact that the reflections were in Japanese was rather
a challenge for me, as I needed more time to prepare and follow up
the lessons. To conclude, 1 want to stress the importance of collabo-
ration, which is an essential element of action research and another
variable that teachers and researchers could investigate.
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