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Abstract

The main purpose of this study was to probe empirically the ettects ot three different
approaches: strategy training, metacognitive instruction and pure exposure, on
listening performance, attitudes, self-efficacy and on strategy knowledge, use and
perceived value among student teachers of English in Egypt. Moreover, the interaction
between these three treatments and students’ proficiency levels (high/low) was an

item of interest.

The study was carried out in two phases: the baseline study and the main study. The
principle premise of the baseline study was that unless student teachers’ perceptions,
problems 1n listening as well as the actual strategies they use are attended to, attempts
to improve therr listening comprehension skills might be futile. On the basis of the
baseline study findings, a listening programme was designed and implemented using
the three different approaches. The subjects of the main study were 72 student
teachers of English who were classified into high and low proficiency groups. These

students were, afterwards, randomly assigned to one of three groups; strategy group

(who received instruction on metacognitive knowledge and were trained in a number
of cognitive and metacognitive strategies), metacognitive instruction group (who
received 1nstruction on metacognitive knowledge and were allowed to have group
discussion) and control group (who were left to use their own overall approach
whatever 1t was). The three groups were given the same instructional materials and the

same amount of time. Each group received 2-hour sessions six times a week for six

weeks.

A pre-post 3x2 factorial design was used in this study to assess and compare the

effects of the three different treatments on the dependent variables involved. A
combination of both quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques was
utilised in order to maintain a balance between reliable quantitative data that help
generalise the findings to wider contexts and qualitative in-depth data that help
explain the quantitative findings. The study incorporated the use of a listening test, a
strategy questionnaire, a self-efficacy questionnaire, an attitude questionnaire, follow-

up interviews and retrospective interviews.

Y



The results of the study consistently demonstrated that strategy training is better in
promoting all the variables addressed in this study and compares favourably with
metacognitive instruction and pure exposure. More importantly, these results showed
that the strategy training approach holds great potential for developing students’
independence and that it moved them that much close towards autonomy. These
positive results stand in a stark contrast to the inconclusive results of the earlier
studies. Furthermore, the findings indicated that the metacognitive instruction group
pertormed significantly better than the control group only in listening and attitudes.
Finally, contrary to the widely held belief that prolonged exposure to aural input
enhances listening, the results of the quantitative analysis indicated that students in the
control group did not make improvement in any of the dependent variables. Perhaps
more importantly, the qualitative analysis indicated that pure exposure to the aural
input alone without instruction had a demoralising effect when students found that

their understanding did not increase with practice.

The findings suggest some potential benefits in the informed teaching of listening
strategies as a means of helping learners improve their listening comprehension skills
and promoting a sense of learner autonomy. Furthermore, the findings suggest that the
time devoted to strategy training 1s well invested and consequently refute the
argument that the risk of devoting time to strategy training is not worth taking.

Implications of these findings for pedagogy, research and research methodology

conclude the study.
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Chapter 1

Chapter one

Background of the study

1.0 Introduction

T'his introductory chapter describes the background of the study. It presents an overview of
the study and the context where it was carried out highlighting its credits and limitations.
The chapter further presents the purpose of the study, its motivation and the general
research questions as well as its significance. The chapter ends with a framework of the

organisation of the thesis.

1.1 Overview

Listening 1s a critical skill that underlies all verbal communication inside and outside a
classroom. Individuals use listening all the time, 1n and out, at home, at work, for social,
entertainment or for academic purposes. In everyday life, listening 1s actually used more
than any other language skill. Meanwhile, 1n the field of language learning the role played
by listening 1n developing the overall language proficiency cannot be denied or even
ignored. This crucial role 1s now well demonstrated in second language research (see
Brown & Yule, 1983; Faerch & Kasper, 1986; Long, 1989; Dunkel, 1991; Feyten, 1991;
Ellis, 1994; Oprandy, 1994; Rubin, 1994, 1995; Mendelsohn & Rubin, 1995; Mendelsohn,
1995; Lynch, 1995; Morley, 1995; Thompson, 1995). The importance of listening is also
acknowledged by language learners themselves, who often identity listening as one of the
most important aspects of language learning and perhaps their biggest challenge (see Yorio,
1982; El Naggar, 1986). Wolvin & Coakley (1996:13), for instance, assert this idea,
highlighting the fact that listening plays a central role 1n facilitating the mastery of all other

language skills:

Listening is the most basic of the four major areas of language development.
Our ability to speak, read, write and master complex skills 1s directly and

indirectly dependent upon listening.

This seems quite true as listening 1s central to all learning at all levels; “1t 1s the primary

channel for language input and acquisition” (Peterson, 2001:87). It 1s also a prerequisite for
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oral proficiency (perception enables production); it is via listening that learners can
establish a base for more fluent production skills. Furthermore, listening is a significant
predictor of reading comprehension and finally it can promote accuracy and extend

learner’s vocabulary (Morley, 2001).

Despite the importance of listening and the rewards effective listening can bring to the
second or foreign language learning process, it has, instructionally, been neglected or
overlooked until the last few decades. Listening was not broadly acknowledged as a skill
that needs to be developed in its own right or to be taught explicitly (see Oxford, 1993,
Anderson & Lynch, 1988, Rivers, 1981, Mendelsohn, 1994, Rost, 1990, 1994, Turner,
1995, MacKay, 1997). Instead, it was left to develop as part of student’s general
educational training. This was based on the assumption that listening comprehension is

naturally acquired and improved by students as they are listening to the teacher all day.
Wolvin and Coakley concur with Alder in her remark (in Wolvin & Coakley 1996: 26) that

“how utterly amazing i1s the general assumption that the ability to listen well i1s a natural gift

for which no training 1s required”.

However, after having long been in the shadow of other language skills, listening has
recently started to float to the surface of attention and to be recognised as a skill that needs
to be developed just like any other language skill (see Brown & Yule, 1983; Brown, 1990;
Morley, 1990, 1991, 1995,1999; Oxtord, 1993, Mendelsohn, 1995). Listening should not
be just presumed to happen naturally, but be seen as involving distinctive sub-skills, which
can be taught and assessed in a careful systematic and structured manner (see Brown, 1977;
Ur, 1984, 1996; Rixon, 1981, 1986; Anderson & Lynch, 1988; Rost, 1990, 1994, 2002;
Flowerdew, 1994; Rubin, 1994; Mendelsohn & Rubin, 1995; Turner, 1995; Nunan and
Miller, 1996; Lynch, 1998; McKay, 1998; Mendelsohn, 1998; White, 1998). In principle,
listening is now recognised as a skill that can no longer be neglected or superficially treated
(Nord, 1981; Morley, 1991; Grant, 1997), or even be left to develop by osmosis
(Mendelsohn, 1994, 1998). Perhaps the most important reason for such recognition stems

from the great problems listening poses for large numbers of English language students.
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These problems are by and large due to the fact that listening is the skill that makes the
heaviest processing demands for second/foreign language. This 1s because students must
store information at the same time as they are working to understand 1t (Rubin, 1995: 8) see
also Brown, 1995; Mendelsohn, 1994; Buck, 1995). This on-line processing is mostly
daunting for L2 or FL listeners due to the highly fleeting nature of the message which
comes at them very fast and 1s gone (see Buck, 1995; Mendelsohn, 1995; Rost, 1994;
Grant, 1997; Higgins, 1997). It 1s also due to the memory limitation as well as the lack of
control over the message; listeners are at the “mercy of the speaker” (Mendelsohn, 1994:
9); they have almost no control over what is going to be said, how it is going to be said, and
how quickly it 1s going to be said (Mendelsohn, 1995; 132). The words are past flying very
rapidly leaving no control over the message, which force listeners to process the message
immediately, whether they are prepared to receive the information or they are still
processing what they have just heard. In this sense, given the demands posed by listening,
there has been a shift of focus from arguing whether listening 1s important or not to how

best to promote its development (Herron & Seay, 1991: 487).

The recent recognition of the importance of developing listening has been paralleled by an

interest in language learning strategies and strategy training (for a review see Naiman et al.,

1978, 1996; Wenden & Rubin, 1987; Wenden, 1991; Cohen 1990b, 1998; Oxford, 1990,
1996; O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Chamot & O’Malley, 1994a, 1994b; McDonough, 1995,
1999a, 1999b; Fleitz & Fyeten, 1996). Such an interest has otffered thought-provoking ideas
about what good language learners do to succeed. It, for example, indicated that successtul
language learners differ from less successtul ones in a number of different ways; of which
perhaps the most important is the degree to which they are strategic in their approach to
various tasks which comprise language learning (Chamot, 1993:308, see also Rubin, 1975,
1981:; Stern, 1975; O’Malley et al., 1985a, 1985b; Wenden, 1985; Abraham & Vann, 1987
O’Malley, Kupper, & Impink-Hernadenz, 1987; Chamot et al., 1988a, 1988b; O’Malley,
Chamot & Kupper, 1989; Vann & Abraham, 1990). Successtul language learners often use
appropriate strategies to the task at hand, which in turn results in improved proficiency or

achievement, overall or in specific skill areas (Thomson & Rubin, 1996).
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In other words, successful learners can, based on the requirements of the task, work out the
most appropriate strategy or combination of strategies that would lead to the best task
performance (Chamot & Kupper, 1989). In effect, skilled or successful learners according
to Scarcella & Oxford, 1992: 63) “select strategies that work well together in a highly

orchestrated way, tailored to the requirement of the language task”.

Advocates of strategy training argue that, via the improved use of learning strategies,
learners can become more aware of their learning processes (Chamot et al., 1993), become
more active, more effective and more self-directed in their own learning (Oxford, 1990;
Cohen, 1998; Chamot at al, 1999). Strategy training also leads to proficiency gains
(Chamot et al, 1993), and in turn moves the learner that much closer to the state of
autonomy and becoming better learners (Wenden, 1991, 1998). Nyikos (1996: 112), for
example, reters to a consensus that through overt strategy instruction learners can be helped
in four ways: 1) to become aware of the strategies they already use; 2) to apply task
specific strategies that can make learning more efficient and allow them to compensate for
nervousness, 1nability to remember and lack of wait time; 3) to monitor for strategy

effectiveness; and 4) to create new strategies or to weed out ineffective ones via

metacognition control.

By the same token, strategy training is argued to have considerable potential for developing
listening in English as a second/foreign language (Oxford, 1990; O’Malley & Chamot,
1990; Mendelsohn, 1994, 1998; Rubin, 1994; Rost, 2002). Mendelsohn (1994), for
example, argues that strategy instruction in listening results in a number of benefits
enhancing the listeners’ performance in the task at hand as well as 1n similar ftuture tasks.
According to Mendelsohn, listening strategy training makes learning how to listen more
effective through the use of effective strategies. It also leads learners to think about
listening consciously, which in turn develops an awareness of how to listen. Moreover, it
enables listeners to handle enormous quantities of information and avoid information
overload by providing learners with effective tools that maximize available memory
resources and handle the information efficiently as well as helping solve problems as they

emerge. Finally, it calls for increasing the learner’s autonomy by equipping them with
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validated means to continue to grapple with the language being learned long after their

formal language classes are over.

In this regard and with the aim to investigate the effect of strategy instruction on
developing foreign language listening, a number of studies have been undertaken. These
studies of listening strategy instruction have not so far yielded definitive results; few
attempts have shown significant good results (Paulauskas, 1994; Thompson and Rubin,
1996), whereas the majority (O’Malley et al., 1985b; Rubin et al., 1988; Schwartz, 1992)
have been inconclusive. With such a mixed pattern of inconclusive results (see 4.2), the

need for further research has been frequently voiced.

Furthermore, there 1s some evidence that the use of general learning strategies may be
dependent upon learner differences and other factors, e.g., language proficiency (Cohen &
Aphek, 1981; Oxford & Crookall, 1989); self-efficacy (Zimmerman; 1990; Chamot et al.,
1993; Chamot et al., 1996; Chamot et al., 1999), motivation (Oxford & Nyikos, 1989;
Gardner & Mclntyre, 1992, 1993; Green & Oxford, 1995; Bremner, 1999) and learning
styles (Oxford & Ehrman, 1988; Rossi-Le, 1995). However, we still do not know much
about how the use of listening strategies interacts with different factors and learner
differences such as listening proficiency and self-etficacy. The need for empirical studies
that aim at giving insight into the effectiveness of using listening strategy instruction and

how they interact with proficiency level, attitudes and self-etficacy 1n listening 1s pervasive.

1.2 Context of the study

The study is administered at the English Department, Faculty of Education, Al-Azhar
University in Egypt. The inhabited areas in Egypt are known to be the most overpopulated

areas in the world. Undoubtedly, this overpopulation has left its strong impact on the

educational processes in general and on the quality of the educational outcome 1n

particular.

Education in Egypt is free in all state institutes from primary to university level and 1t is
compulsory for the first nine years (basic education). The Egyptian educational system 1s

polarised into two main streams: the state school system and the religious Al-Azhar system
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with an addition of a third minor stream (private schools) that is not as old as the first two
(see figure 1.1). Educational curricula in all three systems are almost the same. Some

differences, however, can be found which distinguish one system from the other.

Figure 1-1: Structure of the schooling system in Egypt
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1.2.1 Nature of education in Egypt

Hargreaves (1997) succinctly described the Egyptian system of education as a system
whose defining features are: centralisation, reutilization, mechanistic learning and teaching
methods, examination-orientation, as well as paper qualification syndrome. Other equally
defining features of that system are teachers with low level both in knowledge of subject
matter and pedagogy (Johnson et al., 2000), a mismatch between syllabus and curricula
drawn at the central national level and the actual teaching-learning situation (Gahin, 2001).
This 1s besides mal-distribution of services amongst the state regions, quintessential
bureaucracy (Cook, 1998), and spoon-feeding, which 1s a natural reaction of the

examination-oriented approach that encourages and promotes rote learning and

memorisation. Limited resources, large classes, and underpaid teachers are some other

features of the system of education in Egypt.

The educational system in Egypt is a hierarchical centralised structure with the Ministry of
Education (MOE) at the top and teachers at the bottom. The system policy 1s decided at the

centre (MOE) where major decisions are made and then passed out as obligatory

instructions that have to be followed by teachers. Educational curricula in all the three

systems of education described above follow the same route as to what 1s to be taught, how
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It 1s to be taught, the roles of teachers and learners, as well as the intended outcomes of the
educational process. In this sense, the same textbooks are used in the three systems of
education for the subjects that are common. These textbooks represent the curriculum for
the subjects, as well as the exam syllabus. In short everything that is supposed to be done

inside the classroom is predetermined and prescribed by the MOE.

1.2.2 The Status of English Language Teaching in Egypt

English 1s well established as the primary foreign language, and most people in Egypt,
young or adults, are essentially instrumentally motivated and committed to learn it. It is
valued as a prestigious subject in the curriculum. At the official level the following

objectives are set for ELT:

e o enable and develop the ability to use English for communication;

e To develop an awareness of the nature of language and language learning and hence
achieve cross-cultural awareness:

e To foster favourable attitudes towards learning in general and towards appropriate
foreign cultures in particular;

e [0 promote students’ lifelong learning as well as develop autonomy; and
e Jo promote collaborative learning as a step towards bringing up citizens who

appreciate teamwork. (MOE, 2000a)
In 1993 the MOE took a step towards improving the status of ELT, trying to cope with the
worldwide move towards learner-centred approaches. In this regard, they assigned a more
communicative oriented textbook to all schools. “Hello”, the new textbook by Dallas and
Emslie (2000), aims to “‘teach students to communicate in English with a focus on
developing students’ skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing”. Other aims include:

“helping students to be independent learners ... and developing learner autonomy” (Dallas

and Emslie, 2000: 3).

Despite the efforts and plans of the MOE to induce a change in the teaching materials as
well as the syllabus level, the quality of teaching English 1s still low. This might be due to
the fact that such change in syllabus and teaching materials was not synchronised with a
parallel change in assessment and examination methods, and most importantly, these

efforts did not address the programmes for the teacher preparation either pre- or in-service.
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The Egyptian classroom of English still, for instance, retlects a teacher-centred ideology
with all its underpinning assumptions. The instructional approach used in most classes is
grammar translation where the formal teaching of grammar is ultimately still a panacea;
grammar 1s at the heart of what 1s done 1n the classroom. The approach is by large and
extremely a mechanistic exercise-driven approach with exams as the major target. Teachers
in this context are perceived as the dispensers of knowledge who are unquestionably
empowered with the expertise to set goals, assign tasks, correct mistakes, and assess
progress. In contrast, students are ultimately passive recipients who are easily giving
themselves 1n for teachers to pour piles of grammatical rules and vocabulary as well as
ready-made well-written paragraphs that suit any topic to be learnt by heart only for the
exams and completely forgotten afterwards. Especially in this context, the teacher is
considered the master or leader who knows the way to pass the exam and gain high scores,
which 1s the ultimate goal of the learning process, not only for the learners but also for

parents and teachers and the school administration.

In the context described above, it may be understood that the quality of ELT in Egypt is
low due to a number ot reasons. These reasons can be classified into factors related to
constraints of the educational system, which compel teachers to identify themselves with a
certain teaching approach rather than another, and other factors related to the teachers’ way

of preparation and training. These factors are rather interdependent.

Constraints, featuring the educational system, such as examination pressure, underpaid
teachers, large classes, lack of resources, centralisation and the qualification syndrome,
make 1t difficult for the teacher to subscribe to the learner-centred approaches the MOE
recently introduced. For example, large classes make teachers never consider group work
as a technique. In the same vein, large classes make learner-centred teaching problematic as
teachers find it difficult to involve students at different levels. Also, the teacher’s role as a
guide and facilitator is absent, as the teacher cannot move around the class to monitor and
guide due to the space problem, instead, s’he manages the class trom the blackboard. In
addition s’he would not consider involving the peers in the error cor<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>