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Abstract 

Listening comprehension and listening strategies plays a crucial role in the process of acquiring 

a language. This study aims to investigate to what extent the listening skill is practised in upper 

secondary schools in the south of Sweden. Research studies within the field of listening are few 

which indicates that the listening skill is not considered as essential in second language teaching 

as the other three skills: reading, writing and speaking. Previous studies indicate that teachers 

should educate students metacognitive awareness when teaching listening. The results 

summarize the teachers’ answers, reflections and attitudes conducted from semi-structured 

interviews. The analysis of the results focuses on the four categories distinguished from the 

teachers’ answers: Teaching Approaches, National Exams, The Individual Student and 

Metacognitive Awareness. Some of the teachers do not possess the knowledge of how to teach 

listening that develops students' listening proficiency. As a conclusion, the study shows that a 

hierarchy exists among the four skills to which teachers adjust to, and this may be detrimental 

in achieving educational aims.  

 

Keywords: Auditory input, One-way listening, Two-way listening, Dialogic listening, Implicit 

approach, Explicit approach, Affective filter, Scaffolding, Instructional Scaffolding, Zone of 

Proximal Development, National Exams, Top-down processing, Bottom-up processing, 

Metacognitive Awareness, Communicative Language Teaching, Pre-activities, Comprehension 

checks, Effective listener. 
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1  Introduction  

Before the Second World War, a reading-based approach was advocated within language 

teaching (Richards 2015). After the war, it was essential that people from different nations were 

able to communicate efficiently to facilitate the movement of people, which reinforced an oral-

based method “that required extended oral practice [...] that often produced learners with good 

oral skills in a relatively short time” (Richards 2015, 63). Subsequently, demands in skills of 

speaking resulted in a paradigm shift in approaches in second language teaching. Applying the 

approach of audiolingualism, linguists and educators reviewed the hypothesis that interlocutors 

interact and mediate through “audio input (hearing) and spoken output” (Richards 2015, 63). 

Hence, Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) emerged in education with the intention to 

approach communicative competences, where listening and speaking adapted to different 

authentic communicative purposes (Richards 2015, 68).  

 

In Second Language Acquisition (SLA), listening comprehension plays a vital role in the 

process of acquiring and improving a language, but teaching is primarily dominated by reading, 

writing and speaking. It was not until 1994 that a communicative syllabus was proposed by 

Skolverket to demand that all students should develop their proficiencies in reading and 

listening (Skolverket 1994, 10). In 2011, new regulations in the Swedish school system 

introduced listening as a feature of the curriculum, which was included with the intention that 

listening would be practised by students equally with the other three skills (Skolverket 2011). 

To guarantee that all students would become fully proficient second language users, teachers 

in Swedish upper secondary schools were required to cover the four primary skills - speaking, 

writing, reading and listening. 

Although research is limited with regard to the skills of listening, previous studies conducted 

by Holden (2004, 260), Siegel (2015), Selemat and Sidhu (2013), and Serri, Jafarpour 

Boroujeni & Hesabi (2012) suggest that learners can manage and improve their language 

learning process in listening more effectively by the use of metacognitive strategies, which are 

mental tools to comprehend auditory input. To apply these strategies a learner must possess an 

awareness of how and why he or she should listen to the auditory input, whereas cognitive 

strategies only demand an awareness of how to listen. The previously mentioned studies 

consistently indicate that the listening skill is regarded as a complex and passive activity that 

requires substantial mental effort. Listening comprehension involves a set of highly integrated 
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skills, all of which need to be utilized to become a proficient listener. Metacognitive strategies 

have been shown to be effective in improving learners’ language acquisition. Teachers who are 

metacognitively aware and manage to employ strategies in listening activities will not only 

increase learners’ effectiveness, but also facilitate the students’ ability to absorb the input. 

Through that, students will master the language to which they are being exposed to during 

lessons (Holden 2004, 259).  

This study aims to investigate how teachers in SLA approach the skill of listening within 

contemporary schools in Sweden. The research for this essay will seek to answer the following 

questions: 

• Is it the case that the listening skills are given less attention than reading, writing and 

speaking in Swedish upper secondary schools, and if so, in what ways?  

• How do teachers at Swedish upper secondary schools accommodate the listening skill 

in the classroom? 

• How do teachers in Swedish upper secondary schools’ approach metacognitive 

awareness in their second language teaching? 
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2  Theoretical Background 

Along with reading, writing and speaking, the technique of effective listening is one of the 

principal keys to acquire a language (Richards, 2015). Despite this, studies conducted in the 

field of listening seem to be scarce, not only in Sweden (Adelmann 2002, 28) but worldwide 

(Vandergrift 2004, 4). It becomes evident that a hierarchy exists among the four skills, where 

speaking, writing and reading are viewed as more essential than listening (Adelmann 2002, 

28). When a learner acquires a new language, listening is the only skill that is used 

synchronously with speaking, which has meant that listening has become presupposed, even in 

the CLT classroom where communication is promoted. Because of its late inclusion in the 

curriculum, listening has not been as explicitly recognized as the other skills, and this becomes 

clear when considering the aim of the content in English as a subject in upper secondary school. 

The National Exams (NX) in the English subject are set each term in English 5 and 6, also called 

proficiency tests (Demaret 2018). The tests consist of three sections which check the students’ 

comprehension within the four skills. According to Skolverket (2011), the NX allows the 

teachers to ensure an equivalent and valid assessment of the students’ progression. Furthermore, 

these tests measure the students’ embedded knowledge rather than any short-term memorized 

knowledge that they assimilated from the previous week (Skolverket 2011).  

2.1 Listening in the Curriculum  

Listening is only emphasized once in the curriculum at the level of English 5, directed as 

follows: “[s]trategies for listening and reading in different ways and for different purposes” 

(Skolverket 2011). The skill is, instead, most often merely indicated as “[c]oherent spoken 

language and conversations of different kinds, such as interviews” (Skolverket 2011). Listening 

also continues to be indicated in the courses of English 6 and 7, as presented in the two tables 

below. Both show the communicative language strategies, as Reception (Table 1), and 

Production and Interaction (Table 2), and list the criteria that mention listening expressly.  
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Reception Explicitly Implicitly 

English 5 
Strategies for listening and reading in different 

ways and for different purposes. 
Spoken language, also with different social and dialect features, and 
texts that instruct, relate, summarise, explain, discuss, report and 

argue, also via film and other media. 

English 6 
Strategies for source-critical approaches when 
listening to and reading communications from 

different sources and in different media. 

 

Spoken language, also with different social and dialect features, and 
texts, including complex and formal texts, which relate, discuss, 

argue, report and provide descriptions, also via film and other 

media. 
Strategies to search for relevant information in larger amounts of 

text or longer sequences of spoken language and to understand 

perspectives and implied meaning. 

English 7 

  Spoken language, also with different social and dialect features, and 

texts, including complex and formal texts which relate, discuss, 

argue, report, describe and investigate, also via film and other 

media.  
Strategies to take in and structure information in larger amounts of 

text or longer sequences of spoken language. 
Strategies for drawing conclusions about the spoken language and 

texts in terms of attitudes, perspectives, purposes and values, and to 

understand implied meaning. 

Table 1. Showing “listening” as expressly stated in the receptive skills in the subject of English (Skolverket 

2011). 

 

Production 

and  Interaction 
Explicitly Implicitly 

English 5 
 

Strategies for contributing to and actively participating in 

discussions related to societal and working life. 

Processing of their own and others' oral and written 

communications in order to vary, clarify and specify, as well as to 

create structure and adapt these to their purpose and situation.  

English 6 
Different ways of commenting on and 

taking notes when listening to and 

reading communications from different 

sources. 

Strategies for contributing to and actively participating in 

argumentation, debates and discussions related to societal and 

working life. 

Processing of language and structure in their own and others' oral 

and written communications 

English 7 
 

Strategies and modern technology to participate in, lead and 

document conversations and written communications in various 

media, such as in work processes and negotiation situations related 

to social and working life. 
Processing of language and structure in their own and others' 

communications, in formal and complex contexts, and to create 

adaptation to genre, style and purpose.  

Table 2. Showing “listening” as expressly stated in the productive and interactive skills, in the subject of 

English (Skolverket 2011). 



 

5 

     

Even though Skolverket (2011) maintains that the subject of English should favour teaching 

styles which promotes educational goals by encouraging learners to develop skills to support 

communication worldwide, listening is not explicitly stated in the aims of the subject:  

 

Students should be given the opportunity, through the use of language in functional 

and meaningful contexts, to develop all-round communicative skills. These skills 

cover both reception, which means understanding spoken language and texts, and 

production and interaction, which means expressing oneself and interacting with 

others in speech and writing, as well as adapting their language to different 

situations, purposes and recipients. (Skolverket, 2011) 

 

Since Skolverket (2011) does not expressly stipulate the skills of listening in the curriculum, 

listening has received less attention in Swedish education than, for example, reading. To 

improve student’s listening skills during lessons, Adelmann (2002, 263) suggests that teachers 

should direct attention to the listener, and their listening proficiency, by teaching metacognitive 

strategies. This would also enhance dialogic listening (Adelmann 2002, 122).  

2.2 Listening as a Communicative Competence  

The classroom is a forum for communication where students are encouraged to be attentive and 

responsive in their interactions. To advance their communicative competences, students should 

“be given the opportunity, through the use of language in functional and meaningful contexts, 

to develop all-round communicative skills” in situations that entail practice “in different social 

and cultural contexts” (Skolverket, 2011). Moreover, all classroom communication should 

follow elements of respect, acceptance and autonomy [ibid] which can be categorized as 

deliberative competences. Olsson Jers (2010, 16) declares that these elements should, firstly, 

facilitate the process of learning; secondly, they should adapt the learning environment to 

democratic forms and; thirdly, they should educate students in such a way as to ensure they 

become democratic citizens. 

 

Listening comprehension is essential to support communication. Unfortunately, the skill of 

listening has served neither practice nor improvement in teaching (Lundahl 2012, 169). 

Listening comprehension is often recognized as a passive and discrete activity which generates 



 

6 

more attention to the other skills reading, writing and speaking (Holden 2004, 257). 

Accordingly, teachers do not generally prioritize listening due to its invisibility in the 

curriculum (Adelmann 2002, 17). As a consequence, there is a risk of students lacking strategies 

for providing effective oral responses (Adelmann 2002, 31). Teachers should, according to 

Adelmann (2002), raise awareness of the skills of listening and emphasise its importance both 

inside and outside of school. “Teaching should also help students develop language awareness 

and knowledge of how a language is learned through and outside teaching contexts” (Skolverket 

2011). Adelmann (2002, 263) further argues that teachers adjust their teaching to their students’ 

needs, but they do not elaborate upon how students should listen in school nor the purpose of 

effective listening skills. Moreover, Adelmann argues that the absence of teaching listening 

awareness contravenes one core policy of teaching (Adelmann 2002, 264). Education must 

provide students with the opportunity “to use different language strategies in different contexts” 

and “the ability to adapt language to different purposes, recipients and situations” (Skolverket 

2011).  

 

Teachers must be aware of students’ Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) to ensure language 

acquisition. The ZPD refers to “a construct that represents the relative difference between what 

learners can do on their own and what they can do with the help of others” (Richards 2015, 

752). It focuses on the gap between what a student can do and what needs to be accomplished 

to reach the next level of the individual’s learning process (Richards 2015, 48). A student’s best 

chance to acquire new knowledge happens during the ZPD stage and through input, either from 

a teacher or other students. The person who contributes with the input must, however, have 

acquired a higher level of knowledge (+1) than the student in the current ZPD stage. This 

process is called input+1 and is best accomplished through scaffolding. The ZPD can, however, 

be influenced by the students' affective filter. The affective filter embodies Krashen’s view that 

some variables such as self-confidence, anxiety and motivation can prevent or support a 

student’s language acquisition (Harmer 2015, 42). Comfortable learners have a lower anxiety 

level and will, therefore, be able to receive more comprehensible input than a learner in a 

stressful environment (VanPatten & Williams 2015, 27). A teacher must aim to lower the 

students’ anxiety level while increasing their motivation and boosting their self-confidence.  

2.3 Explicit and Implicit Learning  

Within the field of cognitive psychology, Richards (2015, 37) defines explicit learning as 

“conscious learning [which] results in knowledge that can be described and explained”. In 
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agreement with Lundahl (2012), Richards (2015, 389) recommends language strategies to be 

explicitly practised and modelled in controlled tasks for learners to replicate. However, 

listening as a skill appears within the educational milieu to be addressed by periodically setting 

tests of ability rather than developing students' abilities through practice exercises. These tests, 

such as the NX, tend to focus on details and not on the overall context that will help students 

enhance their listening skills (Lundahl 2012). Exercises that are not regularly utilized in the 

classroom risk being stressful and increasing students' anxiety (Harmer, 2015). Moreover, 

comprehensive tasks in listening require that students are taught different strategies to become 

proficient listeners (Lundahl 2012, 174).  

 

Implicit learning, on the other hand, “takes place without conscious awareness [which] results 

in knowledge that the learner may not be able to verbalize or explain” (Richards 2015, 37). One 

of the leading researchers who claims that language can be acquired implicitly is Stephen 

Krashen (Harmer 2015, 43). He posits that a child is not explicitly taught how to use their 

listening skills in their first language (L1), so there is no need for it in their second language 

(L2) learning process. It is assumed that implicit knowledge “is the source of spontaneous 

communication” (VanPatten & Williams 2015, 30) while explicit instruction has a limit in 

terms of what it can accomplish. Despite this, other researchers, such as Dörnyei (2013, 163), 

argue against Krashen and emphasise that an implicit learning only functions during the L1 

process due to the natural setting in which the learner is operating. According to Harmer (2015), 

students need some guidance and explicit teaching in their learning process to become 

proficient in English. If listening is merely implicit, the students may be unsuccessful when 

attempting to reflect upon their process, which hinders their personal development (Harmer 

2015, 43).  

2.4 One-way and Two-way Listening 

The practice of listening that occurs in the classroom can focus on one-way listening - the 

listener only receives input - or two-way listening - the listener receives input and gives output 

(Richards 2015). Adelmann (2002, 49) explains that two-way listening also involves dialogic 

listening (2002, 122), which targets listening and oral responses provided by interlocutors. 

Two-way listening has permeated Swedish education since 2011, not only to enhance 

communicative efficiency and democratic beliefs, but also to advocate equality and autonomy. 



 

8 

Both one-way listening and two-way listening focus on the individual student to promote 

inclusion, equality, democracy and to facilitate development and progression in the language.  

 

One-way listening is recognized as a non-interactive process (Richards 2015, 372). Lundahl 

(2012) argues that one-way listening plays a natural part in the instructional setting, as the 

context consists of interaction between teacher and students. Listening comprehension is the 

most common practice of one-way listening. These comprehension activities often include, for 

example, multi-choice questions and true or false statements (Harmer 2015, 336). The opinions 

concerning these listening tests vary among teachers, yet most assert that they test the students 

rather than teach them listening (Harmer 2015, 336). Two-way listening is an interactive process 

which correlates to the teaching of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) (Richards 2015, 

371). To accomplish two-way listening, Lundahl (2012) emphasises the importance of 

interaction strategies which will enable the students to keep a conversation going. Interaction 

strategies, such as request clarification, is one way to facilitate communication to enhance the 

students' listening abilities (Lundahl 2012, 170).  

2.4 Metacognitive Theory  

Interaction strategies demand a metacognitive awareness, which entails the learner reflecting 

upon which strategy suitable to use. With a metacognitive competence, the learner can also 

apply other metacognitive strategies. Vandergrift defines metacognitive strategies as “[...] 

mental activities for directing the learning process” (1997, 388) which “refer to the actions that 

learners use while listening to a spoken text attentively” (Serri et al. 2012, 844).  

 

Adelmann (2002, 122) suggests that teachers explicitly direct attention to the students' listening 

proficiency by teaching metacognitive strategies. Metacognitive strategies include engagement 

in planning, monitoring, problem-solving and evaluation (Vandergrift 1997, 392; 2004, 11). 

Planning requires learners to predict and understand how to accomplish a task. Monitoring 

engages in learners reviewing, verifying or making cognitive adjustments to optimize their 

comprehension and linguistic performance. Problem-solving establishes what issues need to be 

resolved or that otherwise would warrant further attention. Evaluation of a task includes 

checking the outcome of one’s listening comprehension, which involves internal measure of 

competences and accuracy (Vandergrift 1997; 2004). A learner who employs metacognitive 

strategies, and can comprehend as well as use, these four stages will be regarded as an effective 

listener (Vandergrift 1997, 387).  
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“[L]earners who use their metacognitive abilities seem to have the following advantages over 

learners who do not know the beneficial roles that metacognition plays in language learning:  

1. They are more strategic learners. 

2. Their rate of progress in learning as well as the quality and speed of their 

cognitive engagement is faster. 

3. They are confident in their abilities to learn. 

4. They do not hesitate to obtain help from peers, teachers, or family when 

needed. 

5. They provide accurate assessments of why they are successful learners. 

6. They think clearly about inaccuracies when failure occurs during an 

activity. 

7. Their tactics match the learning task and adjustments are made to reflect 

changing circumstances. 

8. They perceive themselves as continual learners and can successfully cope 

with new situations” (Selamat & Sidhu 2013, 422). 

Metacognitive strategies can, when used effectively, facilitate learners in understanding 

language input when completing a listening task. Serri et al. (2012, 883) demonstrate that 

learners who are taught the significance of and make use of strategies will develop their 

individual self-regulated learning. The metacognitive approach and its strategies have been 

developed as a result of the CLT methodology (Selamat & Sidhu 2013, 422). Hence, 

metacognitive strategies assist learners in managing their learning processes more effectively 

by maximizing the informative input to improve the performance of required listening tasks. 

An appraisal of students’ listening performance would also enhance their metacognitive 

awareness of the skill (Adelmann 2002, 264). When teachers measure students’ comprehension 

of listening, they apply metacognitive awareness towards as well as with their students 

(Vandergrift 1997, 392). Therefore, teachers must monitor and give students opportunities to 

actively talk about, as well as reflect upon, the aspects of listening.  

Furthermore, metacognitive strategies assist learners in directing their learning more effectively 

which can make them maximize the information acquired and use it to improve the performance 

of required tasks (Selamat & Sidhu 2013, 422). To facilitate learners’ comprehension of 

language input, teachers could design their lessons cyclically within pre-, on- and post-activities 
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(Holden 2004). These tasks control learners’ outcomes and allow more meaningful language to 

“employ the limited resources available in short-term memory to the task of deriving and 

retaining meaning” (Holden 2004, 260). By emphasising the objectives and development of 

listening comprehension at the outset of instruction, students are exposed to controlled input, 

which facilitates students’ acquisition of language. 

2.4.1 Bottom-Up and Top-Down Processing 

For comprehension to occur, an L2 listener must understand how to process input. If a listener 

wants to process "the individual elements of the target language - for example, morphology or 

phonemes - for the decoding of language input" (Richards 2015, 732), he or she must apply 

bottom-up processing (BU). Bottom-up is a stimulus-driven process where a sound must enter 

the listener's ear for the process to begin (Siegel 2015, 639). Listening skills, such as detecting 

lexical signposts, identifying essential words to understand the message of the sound and 

looking for words within a specific world-class to understand the context of the sound are useful 

when conducting BU (Ahmed, 2015). BU concentrates on the sounds' lexical and grammatical 

elements which correlate to a lexical approach. The concept of this approach is that learning a 

communicative skill consists of being able to produce and understand lexical chunks and 

phrases.  

Research by Vandergrift (1997; 2004), Selamat and Sidhu (2013) and Serri et al. (2012) have 

concluded that the BU is the less essential process to apply when interpreting the meaning of 

the sound and the reasoning underlying this is that the lexical and grammatical parts are 

regarded as low-level perceptual units (Anderson 2004, 64). Thus, L2 learners must process 

their listening input to manage to assimilate the information of listening comprehension 

(Richards 2015, 379). This process, divided into three repetitive stages, seeks to explain how 

learners deal with encountered input: 

1. The perceptual part involves a process where listeners concentrate on phonetic 

sounds or speech, such as intonation, and preserve them in their echoic memory, 

which registers audible sounds. Since the memory is limited, some parts of the 

listening input will either be lost or missed due to the listener’s selective 

attention. Instantly, the listener’s brain sends vital information from the echoic 

memory to understand the meaning intended by the speaker that is transmitted 

by registration of how sounds are produced. When performing a listening 



 

11 

comprehension, the listener’s brain transfers vital information from their echoic 

memories to understand the speaker’s intended output. 

2. The parsing part is initiated when listeners decipher the meaning of sounds they 

have encountered. The vital information is then stored in the short-term 

memory.  

3. The utilization part appears where the listener’s previous knowledge will 

integrate with the incoming message or sound. If the previous knowledge 

matches with the input, listening comprehension succeeds (Serri et al. 2012, 

844). 

 

Listeners apply top-down processing (TD) when they use context and prior knowledge to 

conceptualize a framework for comprehension (Vandergrift 2004). The sound is delivered as a 

“conveyor-belt”, unpacked and stored in the listener’s short-term memory (Richards 2015, 

380). The listener starts to decode the message of the sound with their previous knowledge to 

later continue decoding individual elements, such as phonemes and phrases, in contrast to BU. 

TD requires strategies including what Ahmed (2015) refers to as listening for gist - identifying 

content words to understand the context and predicting content - predicting what kind of 

information the sound provides. These strategies classify the process as a “conceptually driven” 

metacognitive one (Siegel 2015, 639).  

 

TD appears to be the preferred approach among pedagogues when addressing listening skills 

(Siegel 2015, 639). Siegel (2015) states that this is also visible in teaching aids, since they 

comprise their exercises to promote TD rather than BU. Research conducted by Vandergrift 

(1997) and Serri et al. (2012) report that less effective listeners tend to employ BU as these 

learners often experience difficulties when facing unfamiliar words and phrases. By contrast, 

studies indicate that more effective listeners can alternate between the two processes and also 

be aware of the interchange (Serri 2012, 844). When nurturing and advocating for 

metacognitive awareness in the classroom, teachers must consider the importance of "what the 

listeners [might] decide to select for processing" (Vandergrift 1997, 405).   

 

Effective listeners consistently maintain attention by elaborating and transforming auditory 

input to recognize failure and repair deficiencies in comprehension (1997, 388). Listeners who 

are able to process listening through both TD and BU and flexibly apply a variety of strategies 
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are also regarded as effective listeners (Vandergrift 1997, 389 & Serri et al. 2012, 844).  “The 

use of metacognitive strategies, such as comprehension monitoring, problem identification and 

selective attention [appears] to be [..] significant factor[s] distinguishing the effective from the 

less effective listener” (Vandergrift 1997, 387).  
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3  Methodology 

This qualitative study is partly based on Adelmann’s (2002) theory of listening as a discipline 

which has been invisible in Swedish education and Vandergrift’s (1997) theory of 

metacognitive listening strategies. Adelmann (2002) claims that listening plays a crucial role 

for learners to acquire a language. He (Adelmann 2002) also states that one-way listening 

dominates the Swedish classroom but emphasises that the skill is neither practised or prioritized 

except in association with the National Exams (NX). Vandergrift (1997) argues that the key to 

achieving effective teaching of the listening skill relies upon the theory of metacognitive 

listening strategies. If educators do not teach listening strategies, their students may risk failing 

to enhance their listening proficiency. This study will, through semi-structured interviews, 

examine how teachers in CLT classrooms approach the listening skill and whether or not they 

show metacognitive awareness. The questionnaire of the semi-structured interviews can be 

found in Appendix 1.   

3.1 The Interviews 

The empirical data have been obtained through 12 semi-structured interviews. These interviews 

were conducted both digitally on Skype and in physical meetings in upper secondary schools 

around the county of Halland. In this study, the participants were asked seven questions 

(Appendix 1) concerning the utilization of the listening skill in the classroom. The questions 

were broadly framed yet structured so as to allow the interviewees to give a detailed answer, 

and to avoid the risk of deviating from the topic. According to Alvehus (2013, 87), the semi-

structured interview is the most common type in qualitative studies.  

 

Based on a metacognitive approach (Vandergrift 1997, 392), the questions were formulated to 

establish whether or not the teachers mediate the skill of listening in their classrooms and, if so, 

whether they favour an explicit or an implicit learning approach or not. The interview questions 

were designed, based on questions from Richards (2015, 387), to test the interviewees’ 

awareness of teaching listening and its metacognitive factors, such as planning-evaluation, 

directed attention and problem-solving strategies. Each interview was recorded on audio; the 

interviews were designed to obtain information about listening strategies employed by the 

interviewees to create an awareness of, and to develop, the listening skills of their students. Due 

to the extension of the interviews, they have been summarized and are presented in Appendix 

2.  
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3.2 Participants 

The respondents comprised 12 teachers all orientated at Swedish secondary school, upper 

secondary schools and education for adults. The study aimed to examine English teachers in 

upper secondary schools and identify their use of listening strategies. Some teachers in upper 

secondary school were unable to participate in the study due to scheduling problems; therefore, 

teachers at other levels, such as in education for adults, were requested to provide data, and 

their responses will form part of the results of this study. Nine teachers from upper secondary 

schools and three teachers from education from adults were interviewed.  

3.3 Ethical Guidelines 

All respondents were informed about aims and arrangements to assent to or decline 

participation (Bryman 2002, 446). Because all teachers are active in their professions, they will 

remain anonymous, and their statements will be confidential (Kvale & Brinkman 2014) to 

conform to the ethical standards expected of qualitative research. The information was sent by 

email to teachers across the Swedish county of Halland who were, at the time, active in teaching 

English in secondary and upper secondary school and adult education. 

3.4 Materials 

The research method is based on already existing theories Adelmann (2002) and Vandergrift 

(1997) and is, therefore, conducted through a deductive approach to explore and create new 

hypotheses about the listening skill (Fejes & Thorberg 2019, 24). The purpose of this study is 

to investigate how teachers metacognitively approach listening strategies in Swedish upper 

secondary classrooms. The authors of this study have been attentive of Fejes and Thorberg's 

(2019, 25) caution that deductive approaches may pose a risk to impartiality. Therefore, this 

study has been closely monitored and reviewed, both in terms of the theories applied and 

method used in order to maintain objectivity. 

 

To ensure consistency in the data obtained, all participants were briefed about the nature and 

purpose of the interview. To improve reliability on behalf of the interviewees, Silverman (2006) 

encourages conducting pre-test interviews as a pilot to compare how at least two researchers 

analyse the collected data (Silverman 2001). Unfortunately, this was not possible because of 

the difficulty in finding teachers who were able to participate in the study. However, the 
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questions were designed and based on a survey by Richards (2015, 387) to ensure that none of 

the interviewees' answers had not been influenced by the theoretical assumptions stated in this 

study (Silverman 2006, 286). The interview questions were listed on a questionnaire which can 

be found at Appendix 1.  

3.4 Coding  

The data was first transcribed and later decoded and placed into four main categories; Teaching 

Approaches, National Examination, The Individual Student and Metacognitive Awareness. 

These categories will be the foundation of this study’s 4. Result and Analysis below. Specific 

keywords were linked to the different categories, and this is a decoding method that is 

favourable when transcribing interviews (Kvale & Brinkman 2014, 241). The first category, 

favoured approach, has implicit and explicit as keywords and the second one: national exam 

and national examinations. The third category, the individual student, includes keywords like 

anxiety and scaffolding, while the fourth includes top-down and bottom-up processing as well 

as context and keywords. Even though the respondents might not have explicitly employed these 

keywords, their accounts have been decoded and categorized. 



 

16 

4  Result and Analysis 

This following section will outline the results from the interviews. As mentioned in the previous 

section, the interviews have been divided into four main categories: Teaching Approaches, 

National Exams, The Individual Student and Metacognitive Awareness. The material conducted 

in this study has been decoded into specific keywords, which relates to each category. The 

results of the categories will be illustrated with a diagram, presenting how teachers approach 

and employ listening and metacognitive strategies in their classrooms.   

4.1 Teaching Approaches  

This section presents how the 12 teachers in this qualitative study approach listening explicitly, 

implicitly, or in both ways. The first part of the section (4.1.1) relates to the teachers who use 

an explicit approach, the second section (4.1.2) teachers who use an implicit approach and the 

last section (4.1.3) will present those teachers who combine the two approaches in their 

teaching. Since the respondents were asked comprehensive questions, they were given the 

opportunity to explain how they approach the skill as well as which one they prefer to apply 

(Appendix 1). The diagram below (Diagram 1) shows the division of how teachers claim they 

work with listening in the classroom.  

 

 
Diagram 1.        

4.1.1 Explicit Teaching  

Explicit teaching focuses on specific learning outcomes in a highly structured environment, 

which involves explanation, demonstration and practice. Regarding an explicit teaching of the 
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listening skill, students learn which listening strategies exist, how to apply them and why. 

Listening tasks are modelled and controlled by the teacher in such a way that the students 

understand which listening strategies they could use to complete a particular task. The explicit 

approach is favoured by many researchers, such as Richards (2015) and Lundahl (2012). 

However, the listening skill is not explicitly mentioned in Skolverket’s (2011) learning 

outcomes (See Table 1, 2). 

 

Thirty-three percent of the study’s respondents (Interview 2, 3, 8, 11) advocated to teach 

listening skills explicitly. These teachers teach a variety of listening skills, such as listening for 

keywords, interaction strategies, and predicting context. These strategies are practised through 

organized tasks which also include discussions about the required listening skills. One teacher 

(Interview 11) regularly emphasises the listening skill and reminds the students of what it means 

to be a passive and active listener while another (Interview 3) integrates a listening task with 

another skill, such as reading. When a lesson is committed to enhancing listening, it will 

generally begin with a pre-activity which introduces the topic and the upcoming main task to 

the class while also highlighting relevant words and phrases (Interview 2). Pre-activities are 

especially favoured by Harmer (2015, 61) and Holden (2004) as a teaching strategy to enhance 

anticipation and comprehension among learners. “The pre-listening component should include 

activities that prepare learners for what they will hear, what they will do, and how the task can 

be approached” (Holden 2004, 261). Furthermore, Holden emphasises the importance of post-

activities to provide students an opportunity to evaluate their level of comprehension and reflect 

on alternative strategies to the task (2004, 264). Approaching listening with pre-activities and 

explaining the difference between a passive and active listener accords with Lundahl’s (2012) 

and Richards’ (2015) statement that listening should be taught explicitly.  

 

Harmer (2015, 43) explains that an explicit approach is favoured when teaching an L2. 

Vandergrift (1997) and Holden (2004) share the same opinion that all L2 learners must develop 

a metacognitive awareness to master the listening skill. Furthermore, all teachers (Interview 2, 

3, 8, 11) explain the purpose of the listening exercise to the students before they conduct the 

tasks. Additionally, one of the teachers (Interview 8) directs attention towards the students to 

either introduce or repeat specific strategies together in class before they undertake the listening 

exercise. By explaining the upcoming task, whether it is a pre-activity or a primary theme, the 

teachers will prepare their students and lay the foundation for them to acquire a metacognitive 
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awareness more effectively (Selamat & Sidhu 2013, 426). This conforms to Adelmann (2002, 

28), who claims that, even though listening dominates teaching, it is the only skill that receives 

insufficient attention in second language teaching. 

4.1.2 Implicit Teaching  

Unlike explicit teaching, implicit teaching involves the pedagogy of transmitting information 

in an implied manner. Implicit teaching does not aim to convey information about different 

aspects of language or how to use it (Richards 2015, 37).  

 

In this study, twenty-five percent of the respondents (Interview 1, 4, 10) advocated approaching 

teaching listening implicitly. Researchers, such as Selamat and Sidhu (2013) and Serri et al. 

(2012), argue that teaching students implicitly impedes students' metacognitive understanding 

of the listening skill. The data of this study indicates that, despite these researchers' findings, 

some teachers prefer teaching listening implicitly rather than explicitly. An implied approach 

to convey knowledge may be favourable since it generates a strong version of CLT. In this 

study, listening is advocated for content focus and is regarded as a communicative activity 

rather than an isolated skill. Hence, none of these teachers focus on teaching listening strategies 

in their classrooms (Interview 1, 4, 10). 

 

One respondent (Interview 10) uses TedTalks as a resource to provide free online lectures to 

their students which give them an opportunity to listen to individuals with particular expertise 

or life experience. Another respondent (Interview 4) mentions that they work with podcasts, 

audiobooks, and movies to engage their students in listening to different accents. This type of 

listening is classified as one-way listening with the purpose “to entertain and to gain pleasure” 

(Richards 2015, 372). Richards (2015, 393) argues that media-based listening materials, such 

as TedTalks and movies, can provide a sound basis for listening activities if the students are 

given time to work with them. Both respondents (Interview 4, 10) state they work with media-

based listening materials through pair discussions, which conforms to CLT, but they are 

adamant that they do not consciously apply any strategies, such as TD and BU. One of them 

(Interview 10) argues that an implicit approach makes students think for themselves, which will 

increase their metacognitive awareness, while an explicit approach would only disrupt it. The 

data indicate that none of the teachers who favour implicit teaching work with any course 

material, whether it is voluntarily or not.  
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One teacher (Interview 1) acknowledges listening as the most fundamental competency to 

enhance respect and reciprocity. Listening seems to be regarded as a crucial proficiency to 

support future communication but is also recognised as an essential factor to maintain respect 

in the classroom. Another teacher (Interview 4) argues that rules stipulate practices on how to 

behave to a student who delivers an oral presentation. In contrast to CLT, this teacher 

emphasises that one-way listening will promote attentive listening. This also activates their 

listening competences in ways to provide relevant feedback. In this instance (Interview 4), one-

way listening is considered not only a communication tool, but also a mechanism to support 

democratic values.  

 

Another respondent (Interview 1) emphasises that one-way listening is important when giving 

instructions. The instructions are not only task-based, but also provide a reference for 

acceptable behaviour in the classroom. Moreover, the interviewee claims that listening 

strategies can be implicitly acquired through instructions, since students reflect on the 

instructions which stimulate their metacognitive awareness. Instructions can be a way to 

establish rapport in the classroom. Rapport is “the friendly agreement and understanding 

between people” (Harmer 2015, 114) and it creates a bond between, in this case, the teacher 

and students in the classroom. With an established rapport, the possibilities are limitless as all 

students follow the teacher with minimal opposition. An overly-authoritarian approach can 

disrupt the rapport since it is based on friendliness and encouragement (Harmer 2015, 115).  

4.1.3 Both Implicit and Explicit  

Forty-two percent of the respondents (Interview 5, 6, 7, 9, 12) favour a mixture of both an 

explicit and implicit teaching approach. According to these educators, listening is the only skill 

that is most often taken for granted, which results in an infrequent reflection upon the skill. As 

a consequence, they fail to consider which approach is the most suitable for improving listening. 

Two of the teachers (Interview 5, 7) answered that they explained metacognitive strategies 

explicitly to practise for the National Exams (NX). These strategies facilitated the students’ 

comprehension, which included interrogative sentences, such as wh-questions, to prepare 

students for the task. Metacognitive strategies do not, however, feature as an element in the 

regular tuition. 

 

One respondent (Interview 6) claimed to combine PowerPoint lectures with pre-activities when 

teaching listening explicitly. PowerPoint is a teaching aid that visualizes intended information 
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on slides, which increase students’ learning possibilities since visual effects stimulate the 

individuals’ memory (Rank, Warren & Millum 2011, 5). The data of this study indicates that 

this respondent teaches strategies such as predicting the context, contextualized input and 

scanning through pre-activities. These strategies will help the students’ employ TD. Other 

respondents (Interview 9, 12) stated that they do teach metacognitive strategies, most of which 

focus on the context of the listening activity.  

 

When asked to describe the disadvantages of the explicit approach, two respondents (Interview 

1, 3) explained it as being too repetitive and one-sided. Listening to only one voice explaining 

the purpose of the exercise can lead to boredom and therefore, instructions should be implicitly 

presented rather than explicitly (Interview 3). The other (Interview 1) claims that an explicit 

approach tends to lead to selective attention. One respondent (Interview 2), however, does not 

see any problems with approaching listening explicitly since it facilitates the purpose of the 

exercise to the students. Moreover, this teacher states that explicit teaching will contextualize 

the learning process and make connections to previously learned knowledge. Yet, the majority 

of the interviews (1, 2, 6, 8, 10, 11, 12) also indicate that the respondents enable their learners 

to practise dialogic listening in communicative settings such as discussions and group work. 

One of them (Interview 10) states that interaction involves interlocutors to comprehend and to 

process as well as monitor auditory input to provide an oral response.  

 

Only one respondent (Interview 2) gave an example of the disadvantages with the implicit 

approach. With an implicit approach, it becomes complicated for the students to understand 

how listening strategies work and which to use. One respondent (Interview 8), however, claims 

to mainly speak English in the classroom and argues that this implicit approach of teaching will 

regularly activate students’ metacognitive awareness. If all input is received in an L2, in this 

case in English, the learners will be exposed to a speaker with a higher level of knowledge 

(Harmer 2015). Another respondent (Interview 12) describes an exercise where the students 

interview each other and devise relevant follow-up questions as a method to implicitly improve 

listening. According to the teacher, this requires knowledge of listening skills. Harmer argues 

that live interviews are one of the most motivating listening activities (2015, 341). If the 

students design the questions, they are more enthusiastic about listening to the answer, which 

requires learners to be attentive to each of the interviewee’s responses (Richards 2015, 41).  
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4.2 The National Exams  

The diagram below (Diagram 2) shows how many of the teachers which utilize the National 

Exams (NX) when teaching listening. This category is divided into three groups; those who 

only practise listening for the upcoming NX, those who do not include the NX at all when 

practising listening, and those who combine NX with other listening tasks. The last part of this 

section (4.2.1) presents the respondents’ views on assessment and Skolverket regarding the 

listening skill and the NX.  

 
Diagram 2.  

 
 

Thirty-three percent of the respondents (Interview 6, 7, 8, 10,) in this study reported that they 

never work with NX when teaching listening. One teacher (Interview 6) practices listening 

through communication in smaller groups while another (Interview 7) has identified the 

listening skill as the weakest among students and has therefore included practice in every lesson 

to boost their confidence. The third interviewee (Interview 8) in this category practices listening 

through digital tools while the fourth (Interview 10) enhances the possibilities of acquisition 

through follow-up questions. Seventeen percent only work with listening to practise for the NX 

(Interview 1, 4). One of the respondents (Interview 1) states that the listening skill is mainly 

emphasised to prepare the students for the NX, whereas the other respondent (Interview 4) 

employs the NX to practise listening at a deeper level.  

 

Fifty percent combined old NX tests with other listening tasks (Interview 2, 3, 5, 9, 11, 12), 

such as communicative tasks, games and movies. All of them expressed a belief that the NX is 
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useful when teaching listening strategies, since it highlights what is needed to successfully 

complete the test. Some of the respondents (Interview 5, 9, 12) use mock-exams from 

Skolverket to practise for the upcoming NX test. These mock-exams are expired NX tests and 

are as such available for teachers to use. According to these teachers, these exams are easily 

gradable due to the attached key. These tests also are valuable to check comprehension and to 

monitor the students’ improvement. Even though all teachers advocate the use of the NX in 

correlation with teaching listening strategies, not all (Interview 2) consider them relevant to the 

students’ language acquisition.  

 

In general, all respondents in this study endeavour to ensure their students to pass the NX as 

well as the entire course. According to Adelmann (2002, 263), this implies that most teachers 

often listen to their students and adapt their teaching to their needs. He claims, however, that 

the skill of listening seems not to be taught expressly and consistently in education (2002, 263). 

Because of that, NX is specifically designed and arranged for learners in different levels of SLA 

and might, therefore, be regarded as accessible to use as resources both for practice and for 

assessing L2 listening comprehension.  

4.2.1 Skolverket 

Assessment materials are always issued together with the National Exams. According to 

Skolverket (2011), teachers will accomplish an adequate and equivalent assessment by 

following the guidelines attached to the material. Furthermore, Skolverket (2011) directs that 

the NX displays students’ progression in acquiring language when evaluating their skills. The 

teachers involved in this study report that there is no definitive assessment material, except 

from the NX, that assists teachers in evaluating students' abilities in listening comprehension. 

Some of the respondents (Interview 2, 7, 8, 10) claim they consider the content to be too vague 

and unclear to make an equivalent assessment of the students’ improvement for the semester, 

especially on the skills of listening. 

 

The respondents (Interview 2, 7, 8, 10) use comprehension checks to assess the students’ 

listening development. Richards defines comprehension checks as “strategies a speaker or 

teacher uses to make sure the listener has understood” (2015, 734). The suggested 

comprehension checks listed by these respondents are quizzes, mock-exams and listening 

comprehension exercises. Harmer (2015) classifies all these as tests rather than a 

comprehension opportunity. Hence, these strategies have the purpose of testing the students 
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rather than teaching them how to listen (Harmer 2015, 336). Instead of the tests, Harmer (2015) 

suggests focussing on sub-skills during smaller tasks as a substitute for conducting extensive 

tests, such as NX. Other factors might disrupt the student’s listening ability, like personal issues, 

such as, stress and anxiety (Interview 7), which makes the assessment of this kind of test less 

reliable.  

 

One of the respondents (Interview 10) in this study insists that more precise guidelines should 

be applied when evaluating students’ competence in listening. The respondent also states that 

colleagues have demanded the same. Another respondent (Interview 8) states that the 

assessment of the listening skill no longer exists due to the complicated process of checking the 

students’ development. Teachers’ frustration with assessing students’ listening proficiency 

might depend on Skolverket’s vague guidelines and stipulations (Demaret 2018). Evaluating 

students’ improvement also appears to be complicated since there are neither any decisive nor 

reliable guidelines or requirements of the skill.  

 

As stated in the previous section (4.2), the listening skill as a criterion is only explicitly 

mentioned three times in the curriculum, twice in the Receptive skills and once in the skills of 

Production and Interaction (See Table 1, 2). Skolverket’s implicit approach towards the 

listening skill is apparent through criteria: “[s]trategies for drawing conclusions about the 

spoken language and texts in terms of attitudes, perspectives, purposes and values, and to 

understand implied meaning” and “[s]trategies for contributing to and actively participating in 

argumentation, debates and discussions related to societal and working life” (Skolverket 2011). 

For more examples, see Table 1 & 2 (page 4). The result in this study indicates that teachers 

consider that they request Skolverket to be more explicit concerning the listening skill. 

4.3 The Individual Student 

This section relates to the respondents who have emphasized the importance of the individual 

student in their interviews, which is essential to be able to adapt to the students’ requirements. 

The diagram below (Diagram 3), displays that fifty-eight percent (Interview 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9) 

of the respondents demonstrate that they are attentive to their students’ needs to evolve their 

abilities in listening. Respondents who applied terminology, such as anxiety and scaffolding, 

have been taken into consideration within this category. The section will begin with analyzing 

the Zone of Proximal Development (4.3.1) and close with a section about the Affective Filter 

(4.3.2).  
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 Diagram 3.  

4.3.1 Zone of Proximal Development 

One respondent (Interview 2) expresses the view that all teachers must be aware of the construct 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) to enhance the students’ current knowledge and how to 

help them develop their knowledge further. One respondent (Interview 1) claims that ZPD and 

input +1 is accomplished through active listening. In this context, the respondent claims that 

an active listener is open to receiving input from the teacher during a lecture. Moreover, the 

teacher believes that there is a time limit on the ability to maintain active listening. A maximum 

of 20 minutes of input is suggested to keep the students engaged (Interview 1). Another 

interviewee (Interview 11) describes how active listening is the foundational skill of the active 

learner. An active learner, according to this respondent, can switch between different listening 

strategies to accomplish a task. This result correlates with Vandergrift’s concept effective 

listeners (1997, 389), where the listener is open to using different strategies with great 

persistence and purpose to accomplish a task.  

 

To enhance students' acquisition of language, teachers can encourage students towards 

scaffolding each other to support and learn from the interaction with their peers (Harmer 2015, 

151). One of the respondents (Interview 6) employs scaffolding when teaching listening 

strategies. The teacher’s students work in pairs to apply different strategies and learn new ones 

from each other. The data display that the teachers within this category claim that scaffolding 

occurs more naturally through communicative tasks. One teacher expressly advocates for using 

instructional scaffolding (Interview 3) which entails the teacher providing all input+1 (Harmer 

2015, 112). This representation of scaffolding will, according to this teacher, stimulate the 
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students’ affective filter, which is further described in 4.3.2. An awareness of ZPD is the key to 

effective language acquisition and therefore, all teachers should possess it (Harmer 2015, 112). 

4.3.2 Affective Filter  

As mentioned above, one teacher (Interview 3) expresses a belief that instructional scaffolding 

has an impact on the students’ affective filter. This teacher (Interview 3) states that it will 

eliminate students’ stress to express themselves in front of their peers. This may be a technique 

to create a comfortable classroom environment, establishing good rapport (Harmer 2015, 114). 

Likewise, another respondent (Interview 9) claims that exercises that are adapted to each 

student’s level will lower their affective filter. Another factor that might increase students’ 

affective filter is their own attitude towards listening activities (Interview 7). Therefore, this 

teacher allows the students to focus on what they understand rather than on specific language 

components, such as keywords. The intention of this focus shift is to boost their confidence.  

 

The data reveals that the respondents (Interview 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9) claim that practice is the key 

to reducing the students’ anxiety level. Practice listening will also enhance the opportunity to 

establish metacognitive awareness to cope with different listening strategies. One teacher 

(Interview 8) argues that all students have their own go-to listening strategy, but they will not 

find theirs without practising or being exposed to different ones. Allowing the students to only 

use go-to-strategies will hinder their effectiveness when listening.  

4.4 Metacognitive Awareness 

In this section, the category Metacognitive Awareness is presented, and it involves the teachers’ 

knowledge of how their learners process auditory input through the approaches of top-down 

processing (TD) and bottom-up processing (BU). The diagram below (Diagram 4) shows how 

teachers approach the skill of learning.  
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Diagram 4.  
 
The collected data shows that fifty percent of the interviewees possess knowledge of TD and 

BU processing when they teach listening strategies in SLA. Even though all 12 participants in 

this study express the importance of listening to become proficient in a language, only one 

participant (Interview 11) mentions the adequate terms TD and BU. This shows that this 

respondent possesses metacognitive awareness in listening. The other teachers do, however, 

apply linguistic terminology to some extent when they talk about metacognitive strategies, 

which shows that they are aware of how their learners process auditory input, but without 

possessing a high enough level of metacognitive awareness to cope with the adequate 

terminology. Awareness of mental activities for directing learning processes in listening 

appears to be deficient among many of the teachers who teach English as a second language.  

 

TD contains components such as, for instance, prior knowledge and experience while BU 

embeds contextual information and visual cues (Serri et al. 2012, 844). Since TD and BU are 

mainly employed by learners, they conform to metacognitive strategies that teachers can 

maintain in the planning and organization of tasks. Planning, as a metacognitive strategy, is 

frequently suggested when the teachers explain how they develop awareness of listening in 

their classrooms. While eight respondents (Interview 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12) approach strategies 

of advance organization, which involves clarifying the objectives of the anticipated tasks and 

teaching strategies for handling it (Vandergrift 1997, 392), the rest of the respondents 

(Interview 1, 4, 7, 10) do not expressly teach listening any strategies during their lectures. The 

responses in interviews 9 and 11 highlight the importance of self-assessment to enhance the 
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student’s metacognitive awareness of what is being taught in the classroom. Thus, self-

management is promoted, in these instances, as a metacognitive strategy to make students 

understand the conditions required to accomplish the task (Vandergrift 1997, 392). 

Furthermore, some respondents (Interview 2, 3, 5, 6, 11, 12) particularly emphasize context, 

questions and prior knowledge as strategies in order to monitor students' comprehension. To 

approach CLT and dialogic listening in teaching, the interviewees maintain that their students 

monitor each other’s understanding by checking, verifying and correcting their output. This is 

to learn with, as well as from, each other. 

4.4.1 Top-Down and Bottom-Up Processing 

Top-down processing (TD) is favoured by thirty-three percent (Interview 2, 3, 11, 12) of the 

participants since they mainly use vocabulary as context, content and prior knowledge. These 

respondents who advocated for TD particularly recommended contextualizing the listening 

process within the other skills. This strategy conforms to Adelmann's (2002, 108) theory that 

an L2 learner cannot develop the listening skill without any relation to the skills of reading, 

writing and speaking. Predicting content was also indicated as a strategy prior to listening pre-

activities, not only to facilitate comprehension but also to apply students' prior knowledge 

within a particular context (Interview 2, 3, 11, 12). This procedure involved directed attention, 

to anticipate understanding as well as selected attention, to stay focused for the upcoming 

listening task (Vandergrift 1997, 392). Furthermore, one respondent (Interview 3) states that 

developing awareness by activating students' prediction of content will not only encourage 

learners' prior knowledge but also prepare them for whatever may arise in the task. This would 

make students direct their focus on the context as well as content rather than details or on 

difficult words. 

 

Only seventeen percent of the respondents (Interview 5, 6) in this study favour bottom-up 

processing (BU). One teacher suggests listening could be practised with subtitles as a 

supplement when listening to movies (Interview 5), which indicates that this teacher wants their 

students to focus on listening to the lexical units of the sound. The subtitle, in combination with 

the visuals, serves to supplement the comprehension and thereby facilitate the decoding of the 

sound message (Richards 2015, 377). Furthermore, both respondents (Interview 5, 6) suggest 

introducing a task with a prior focus on lexical and grammatical knowledge, such as metaphors, 

keywords and question words, which will help the students decode the message. Fifty percent 
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(Interview 1, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10) of the respondents cannot be categorized since they do not employ 

any metacognitive terms that are expressly related to TD or BU.  

 

As previously mentioned, only one respondent (Interview 11) showed metacognitive awareness 

since they applied the relevant terminology when talking about listening during the lesson. This 

respondent also stressed the importance of teaching the difference between listening and 

hearing to make the students reflect upon which type of learner they are in a metacognitive 

manner (Vandergrift 1997, 388). Self-assessment and self-management are viewed as equals 

and they facilitate students in improving their metacognitive listening skills. Teachers who 

integrate metacognitive strategies to monitor learners report that they attain effective listening 

comprehension among their students (Vandergrift 1997, 388). Learners appear to be effective 

listeners if they possess self-management and comprehension monitoring to activate 

appropriate knowledge and identify as well as recognize failure in reception. 

 

It is significant for this study that, even though teachers prefer one of the listening processes 

BU or TD (Interview 2, 3, 7, 8, 10, 12), they seem to apply both of them. This might depend on 

them not understanding the differences between the two processes, or how they should just 

focus on one. All of these teachers advocated transitional pre-activities by including one or 

more of the other skills of reading, writing or speaking. The data show that the listening skill 

is most often combined with the speaking skill through communicative exercises, such as 

conversations, discussions and interviews, which conforms with CLT. These exercises give the 

students the opportunity to practise their dialogic listening, which allows them to identify 

problems and give responses through scaffolding or ask follow-up questions. In addition, one 

of these respondents (Interview 3) argued that including the reading skill within a task on 

listening was especially beneficial to their learners. Another respondent (Interview 2) agreed 

and further commented that the activity of simultaneous reading while listening is vital for 

students to enhance their proficiency in listening. This type of exercise involves auditory 

monitoring, which makes the learner interpret and apply prior knowledge to the perceived 

input.  

 

One respondent (Interview 8) who advocated TD combined listening with writing. The teacher 

used note-taking as a strategy to memorize the message of the sound. The strategy of note-

taking was also used by the two respondents (Interview 5, 6) who advocated BU. Interview 5 
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preferred their students to practise listening in association with, in this case, the writing skill. 

This respondent also used follow-up questions as another tool to ensure comprehension which, 

according to the interviews, another teacher (Interview 6) did as well.  
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5  Discussion  

The four significant categories for this study are Teaching Approaches, National Exams, The 

Individual Student and Metacognitive Awareness. This study’s first research question was to 

examine if the listening skill is given less attention than reading, writing and speaking in 

Swedish upper secondary schools, and if so, in what ways? The result indicates that the listening 

skill in Swedish upper secondary school does not elicit as much attention as reading, writing 

and speaking. Researchers, such as Vandergrift (1997; 2004), Adelmann (2002) and Serri, 

Jafarpour Boroujeni & Hesabi (2012), argue that listening often is invisible amongst the other 

skills. The empirical data of this study reveal that this argument about the listening skill is valid. 

The respondents in this study exposed conflicting views about teaching the listening strategies, 

such as TD and BU (Richards 2015, 377). Respondents (Interview 2, 3) claim that they struggle 

with teaching listening in the classroom and express that the guidelines from Skolverket are too 

vague. It is apparent in Skolverket’s regulations that the listening skill is viewed as a less 

important skill to teach. As previously stated, the listening skill is only expressly mentioned 

twice within Reception (See Table 1) and once in Production and Interaction (See Table 2) in 

the curriculum.  

 

Although researchers advocate for teaching listening with an explicit approach, this study 

shows that most participants (Diagram 1) prefer a mixture of both an explicit and implicit 

approach. The application solely of the explicit approach can seem repetitive and tiresome to 

the students (Interview 3), while important information may be lost when exclusively teaching 

with an implicit approach (Interview 2). Despite these arguments the choice of blending the 

two approaches can also be indicative of the teachers' insecurities concerning the listening skill 

and its strategies. They might teach what they know explicitly and what they do not know 

implicitly.  

 

The absence of the listening skill in the curriculum (Skolverket 2011) has created a problem 

with the teachers’ ability to assess their students’ listening progress routinely in the classroom. 

One teacher (Interview 8) opines that utilizing one test, such as NX, at each term is not enough 

to give a valid assessment of the students listening proficiency, since it does not show the 

students’ progression. The assessment guidelines are, however, more evident in association 

with the National Exams (NX) and are therefore promoted, by Skolverket, to apply when 

practising listening. However, the interviews conducted in this study indicate that the listening 
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skill is practised both with and without the NX. Merely seventeen percent of this study's 

participants exclusively practise listening in association with the NX; thirty-three percent 

practise without the NX and fifty percent combine NX with other listening tasks (See Diagram 

2). Hence, these different teaching methods can therefore arouse questions about students’ 

equal education, especially concerning the listening skill, which risks interfering with the 

validity of assessing the students’ proficiencies. 

 

The second research question in this study was to investigate how teachers at Swedish upper 

secondary schools accommodate the listening skill in the classroom. In this study, it is apparent 

that the participants often practise the listening skill together with another. One respondent 

(Interview 2) finds the listening skill to be the hardest for students to practise explicitly and 

therefore combines the skill with either reading, writing or speaking, which is a strategy that 

also is promoted by Adelmann (2002, 108). Adelmann (2002, 28) argues that there is a 

hierarchy among the four skills, where reading and writing are regarded as the most important 

competencies for students to acquire. Accordingly, some teachers (Interview 2, 3, 6) observed 

create tasks that integrate the listening skill with the reading skill. Unless the listening skill is 

proactively encouraged and, ideally, embedded in the curriculum, the hierarchy, as well as the 

attitude, will remain. 

 

Primarily, the teachers in this study strive to enhance their students’ listening competencies in 

communicative and dynamic settings of groups. When promoting listening in the classroom, 

teachers approach Communicative Language Teaching (Richards 2015, 42) to make students 

show their comprehension through oral responses within two-way listening. CLT is, in this 

study, also encouraged by the teachers to assist students develop their dialogic 

listening (Adelmann 2002, 71). Students are directed, in pairs and in larger groups, to focus on 

the content of the task to scaffold in order to provide each other with new input. Scaffolding 

can also be provided by the teacher, instructional scaffolding, which is favoured by one of the 

study’s respondents (Interview 3). Instructional scaffolding might, according to Olsson Jers 

(2010), be a disadvantage since it is only directed to individual students. Hence, instructional 

scaffolding is preferable in smaller groups to ensure that the students recognise the purpose of 

it. This study indicates that teachers emphasise and adjust their listening materials in pre-

activities where instructional scaffolding occurs.  
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Many teachers (Interview 2, 3, 7, 8, 10, 12) in this study accommodate the listening skill 

through pre-activities. Pre-listening activities involve exercises that prepare the learners for 

what kind of sound they will encounter, what the purpose is, and how to approach it (Holden 

2004, 261). These activities are especially modelled in communicative settings, where students 

receive and interpret new language input from oral responses. The respondents (Interview 2, 3, 

6, 7, 10, 12) argue that their students acquire new knowledge that enhances comprehension 

more extensively. Pre-activities incorporate useful, metacognitive strategies which encourage 

learners to listen to confirm, monitor and comprehend auditory input (Holden 2004, 265). Since 

the majority of the respondents in this study claim they involve their students in pre-activities, 

they express metacognitive awareness to some extent. Students are particularly encouraged to 

attend tasks by listening attentively to facilitate comprehension and background knowledge 

from visual or textual clues (Vandergrift 1997, 392; Holden 2004, 361). By controlling 

students’ learning outcomes in pre-activities, they are given the opportunity to apply their 

metacognitive awareness to compare, discuss and reflect upon the strategies to improve their 

listening skills. To accommodate the listening further in the classroom, fifty-eight percent of 

the teachers indicate an individualistic perspective upon their students when planning their 

lessons. One teacher (Interview 9) explicitly mentions that all students learn differently and that 

individual therefore chooses to teach different listening strategies. This choice of teaching will 

reduce the students’ affective filter, which will increase the likelihood of the students entering 

the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). 

 

This study’s third research question was to explore how teachers in Swedish upper secondary 

schools’ approach metacognitive awareness in their second language teaching. The result 

indicates that teachers in this study do not emphasise metacognitive awareness in their second 

language teaching. By approaching the listening skill metacognitively, learners aim to apply 

effective strategies to cope with the demands of listening (Selamat & Sidhu 2013, 422). All but 

one of the interviewees in the study refrain from applying any metacognitive terms, which 

indicates that they are not acquainted with either the implications, or the strategies, of 

metacognition when they teach listening. The exception is a metacognitively aware teacher 

(Interview 11) who shows an awareness on how to approach listening strategies so their 

students become effective listeners. The teachers do show metacognitive awareness by 

providing detailed information on what listening strategies that facilitate and enhance students’ 

listening comprehension. Despite this, it is apparent that the teachers fail to go beyond 
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Vandergrift’s (1997, 392) stage of advance organization since they do not teach relevant 

strategies to handle the anticipated task.  

 

It is claimed, by both Vandergrift (1997; 2004) and Serri et al. (2012), that a listener has a better 

chance to comprehend the pre-recorded spoken language if they first apply the underlying 

structure of the sound and finish with phoneme recognition. Among the two metacognitive 

processes, TD is favoured by the participants in this study, and the process is considered to be 

more valuable to the learner. Accordingly, Siegel (2015, 639) claims that this bias also exists 

in pedagogical coursebooks. The answers, together with the terminology used by the 

interviewees, indicates that they try to teach TD rather than BU. Focus is on context and 

activating students’ prior knowledge, yet all respondents claim to find it challenging to apply 

the two processes in their teaching to affect their students’ metacognitive progression.  

 

The absence of the BU process can be explained through the researchers’ bias within the science 

of education. Teachers seem to unconsciously avoid teaching BU because TD demands a higher 

metacognitive awareness from the listener and the teacher. This becomes evident in the 

teachers’ interview answers to questions relating to transitional skills and use of question words. 

They might promote TD, but their answers indicate that they also practise BU. Moreover, the 

negated process BU might generate boredom among the students in the classroom. If the 

students fail to understand why they should learn listening strategies, the motivation will be 

absent. Selamat and Sidhu’s (2013) view on learners' attitudes towards the listening skill are: 

“[l]anguage learners do not view strategies as important in listening skills and most learners 

lack awareness that these strategies could positively affect their listening processes” (2013, 

426).   
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6  Conclusion 

This study aimed to investigate how teachers in SLA approach the listening skill within 

Swedish upper secondary schools. The data, obtained from 12 semi-structured interviews in the 

Swedish county of Halland, provided the result of this study. Based on theories from Adelmann 

(2002) and Vandergrift (1997), the study indicates that the listening skill is not as expressly 

prioritized as reading, writing and speaking in second language acquisition, which might 

depend on the hierarchy among the skills (Adelmann 2002, 28). Even though implementation 

of metacognitive awareness in second language teaching could efficiently enhance students’ 

acquisition of language, this study shows that teachers do not commonly approach 

metacognitive awareness explicitly or implicitly in their second language teaching. The 

interview answers indicate, however, that the respondents do, to some extent, possess 

metacognitive awareness, but do not understand how to teach it. They argue that teaching 

listening on a metacognitive level is difficult due to the vague guidelines from Skolverket 

(2011).  

 

The data obtained from the interviews shows that all participants approach listening within 

CLT. All respondents, whether they prefer an implicit or explicit teaching approach, include 

some types of tasks that require students to listen to their peers to provide dialogic listening. 

Most of the interviewees do not employ any metacognitive terms, such as TD and BU, which 

indicates that the respondents are not acquainted with either the implications or strategies of 

metacognition when they teach listening. Teachers who have developed an awareness of what 

a learner needs to achieve to become an efficient listener plan their lessons expressly with that 

in mind. However, their intentions in this regard do not usually seem to be mediated to the 

students, which deprives students an opportunity to develop metacognitive awareness. The 

results also show that the majority of the respondents seem to extensively employ the National 

Exams to practise listening. However, it also shows that many respondents include reading, 

writing or speaking to facilitate students’ comprehension when practising listening. 

 

Adelmann’s statement (2002, 31) that the listening skill tends to be invisible is confirmed in 

this study. Since research on the listening skill and its strategies are limited, the interviews 

employed in this study have been an essential source to provide information about how active 

teachers work with listening. If teachers approach the listening skill metacognitively, the study 

demonstrates that learners will apply effective strategies to cope with the demands of listening, 
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which is also argued by Selamat and Sidhu (2013, 422). Further research could include a greater 

number of teachers to investigate if Adelmann’s (2002) statement is applicable in other 

geographic areas than the county of Halland in Sweden. Moreover, no research examined for 

this study has suggested the possibility of combining explicit teaching and implicit teaching 

approaches. Since forty-two of our respondents state they approach listening both explicitly and 

implicitly, it would be interesting to study the benefits and disadvantages of these two 

approaches combined in teaching. 

 

It would also be informative to further examine the students’ perspective within this field of 

pedagogy. No research employed in this study has focused on the students and their experience 

of metacognitive awareness when practising listening in SLA. Existing research seems to lack 

the perspective on how learners prefer to work with listening and what tuition they need to 

develop their listening proficiencies. Effective listeners can adapt, apply and evaluate auditory 

input on a metacognitive level. Also, they tend to progress their language acquisition more 

efficiently, which requires the learners’ perspective to be further investigated in SLA research.  

 

According to Skolverket (2011), all students should be empowered to develop all-around 

communicative skills in functional as well as meaningful contexts. They should be able not 

only to express themselves with variation and complexity, but also develop abilities in applying 

different strategies to support communication. If learners are not provided with appropriate 

teaching that helps them improve their communicative competences, this will create an 

impediment to educating students in becoming respectful and autonomous citizens, as required 

by Skolverket (2011). Hence, everyone involved in the school system, including students, 

teachers and authorities, should be made aware of, and encouraged to reflect upon, the hitherto 

neglected skill of listening as an essential feature of successful education. 
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Appendices  

Appendix 1 

  
The Questionnaire  
  

1.     Do you teach listening strategies to your students and if so, how do you teach it? 
 

2.     In what way(s) do you give your students opportunity to improve their listening skills in the 

classroom? 
 

3.     Do you teach a certain strategy, or do you appreciate to teach various strategies? 
 

4.     How do you explain the importance of listening to your students? 
 

5.  How do you check that listening strategies promotes and improves your students’ 

comprehension? 
 

6.     To what extent do you let your students practise their listening skills in the classroom? 
 

7.     Do you prefer an implicit or explicit approach when teaching listening strategies? 
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Appendix 2  

Interview 1 
I do not emphasise listening strategies during my classroom lectures. My focus is on instructions and 

rules on how to behave in the classroom. My students are encouraged to develop communicative 

competences as well as respect for their peers. I guess that one-way listening is mostly practised in the 

classroom. I believe that the listening skill should be taught with an implicit approach since the listening 

ability is something that I take for granted. All students should be able to listen at this age. The explicit 

approach will only decrease the possibility of ‘active listening’, an essential element needed to achieve 

ZPD and input+1. I do try to teach some listening strategies when preparing my students for the NE 

exams. I check the students’ comprehension through quizzes and follow-up questions during the 

lectures. 
 
Interview 2 
I teach listening strategies frequently, such as predicting the content and listening for keywords. I must 

emphasise the importance of pre-activities to prepare the students for the upcoming task to activate the 

students’ prior knowledge. TedTalks is a good way to introduce the topic of the upcoming task. My 

listening tasks are always followed by a communicative task, either executed in pairs or in larger groups, 

which creates an opportunity for scaffolding. Strategies of listening are the hardest for students to 

practise and scaffolding will therefore provide the students to identify their own mistakes and assist their 

peers. Furthermore, I combine listening with reading to enhance the possibility of comprehension. I do 

believe it is important to let the students see the words simultaneously when listening. Listening should 

therefore be taught explicitly since it is the only teaching that facilitates the purpose of the exercise to 

the students. Even though NX is not relevant for the students’ language acquisition, I do believe it 

expands the opportunities of practising the listening skill. 
 
Interview 3 
I try to teach listening strategies, but I find them hard to teach. I often integrate the listening skill with 

reading where focus is on the context of the text or sound. It is important to promote the students’ prior 

knowledge, rather than focus on details or difficult words, since it can prevent the students from 

developing their listening ability. Therefore, I provide advice rather than strategies on how to complete 

the upcoming listening task. Instructional scaffolding has an impact on the students’ affective filter. 

Instructional scaffolding removes the pressure of performing in front of their peers, a feeling that can 

arise when the students scaffold each other. I do prefer an explicit approach when teaching listening 

because it is hard for the students to comprehend the skill. Yet, this approach can be repetitive and 

sometimes boring to the students because they have to listen to the same voice over and over again. I 

use the NX to teach strategies. Not because I want to but because I have to according to Skolverket.  
 
Interview 4 
Unfortunately, I do not generally work that much with listening strategies in the classroom, but I do 

believe that the listening skill is something that can provide the students with a holistic perspective of 

life. The students must be good listeners to succeed in life. One example are the rules I have established 

when they are listening to each other’s’ oral presentations. The students are expected to act a sort of way 

and also provide the speaker with relevant feedback. This type of listening will therefore promote 

attentive listening since the students will identify the purpose of listening. The students will also adapt 

these rules to other situations and therefore become democratic citizens. I work with podcasts, 

audiobooks and movies to let the students listen to different accents of the English language. Because I 

only work cross-curriculum, is the opportunity to decide the themes of the different tasks eliminated. 

Listening is, however, always included in some way but not as prioritized as what I may prefer. The NX 

provides a secure possibility of letting the students practise the skill on a deeper level and I always teach 

the listening skill implicitly.  
 
 

 

Interview 5 



 

40 

I do try to teach listening strategies to some extent. One strategy I do talk about is to take notes while 

listening since they will help the student remember what they have listened to. Because the listening 

skill is often overshadowed by the other ones, I enjoy integrating the listening skill with another skill. 

For example, they will practise their writing skill when taking notes. When we are watching a movie, I 

always have English subtitles on to let them read simultaneously while listening. We also practise 

listening through TedTalks on Youtube and I check that comprehension through prepared questions on 

a worksheet. Another way to check the students’ listening ability is through old mock-exams from 

Skolverket. They are open to everyone to use and are really good. I mostly teach listening with an 

implicit approach since listening is something that is given in the classroom but when talking about the 

National Exams, I change method to an explicit one. I do this to assure that all students understand how 

to complete a listening task because I need the students to pass the NX to get a good grade. 
 
Interview 6  
When I teach listening strategies, I primarily use PowerPoint as an aid to ensure that everybody 

comprehends and follows when I teach. The PowerPoint is also a good resource to emphasise the 

importance of listening. The students are given the opportunity to improve their listening skills in the 

classroom to practise listening in communication to learn from each other. In groups they talk about 

what strategies they prefer to work with to comprehend input, such as keywords and how questions and 

question words can be formulated. I try to teach various strategies to make them practise different skills 

and learning situations, but it depends on what exercise we are doing. I regularly conduct various tests 

and listening materials to check my student’s improvement and comprehension on the listening skill. I 

prefer to approach the listening skill both explicitly and implicitly. I tend to switch between both. It all 

depends on objectives with the task. 
 
Interview 7  
I especially teach listening to practise for the National Exams. A strategy that we particularly practise is 

to predict the answer of a text by emphasising the importance of understanding the questions to let them 

practise the implied meaning. This could be performed through both listening tests and speech exercises 

to identify what they have heard. I also let them frequently listen to various accents, which they 

appreciate. I have figured that my students are hindered by their attitude and there is a lot of “I can never 

hear what they say”. Listening activities tend to make students nervous. Therefore, I try to adapt to their 

needs and boost their confidence by teaching them to focus on what they actually understand rather than 

giving up by input that has not been comprehended due to stress and anxiety. We usually do listening 

tests in the beginning and at the end of the school year. It is hard to check though. The students practise 

listening to every lesson. Either they listen to a clip online or in a course book, or they listen to me. I 

prefer an explicit approach but also believe that an implicit approach is always needed as well, which is 

something I need to improve. 
 
Interview 8  
I teach listening in different ways. Depending on the task I let them listen without any questions in front 

of them, or they listen after they have read the questions. Sometimes I make them take notes during the 

listening activity. The students are also used to listening to conversations to evaluate and argue for which 

part they comprehended and enjoyed the most. To give the students an opportunity to improve their 

listening skill I only speak English myself. They also get a lot of digital practice on the internet as on 

Esl-lab.com, Newsreel, Digilär, Newsinenglish etcetera. I believe that the more strategies the students 

get to practise, the bigger the chance that each student finds their go to strategy. To teach my students 

the importance of listening I try to emphasise that you cannot keep a conversation going if you cannot 

listen and understand what has been said. Unfortunately, I find it problematic to see what strategy each 

student uses, nor do I find it hard to check whether or not that strategy enhances their listening skill. 

That is probably why the assessment of the skill has vanished from the curriculum. I want my students 

to practise listening to each lesson, but sometimes that does not happen. I approach listening both 

explicitly and implicitly.  
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Interview 9  
I go through different strategies with them every now and then. I also remind them before every exercise. 

We do the exercises together and I show them which strategies I use when I do a listening task. We 

practise listening every week in different ways. I always speak English and I try to adapt the exercises 

to each student's individual level. Since each student learns differently, I teach different strategies in the 

classroom. I emphasise the importance of listening by talking about the purpose of everything we do. 

The students also get an opportunity to evaluate and reflect on when and how they can benefit and use 

their skills. I check that my students have improved their listening skills on the internet and through 

continuous tests from Skolverket. I like using sites like Edpuzzle. It is simple and easy to use. I also 

sometimes check if they understand instructions through games. I prefer a mixture of both approaches. 
 
Interview 10  
I work a lot with listening exercises through class discussions, but I do not really teach any strategies. I 

find interactive activities the best way for the students to activate their competence in listening. Also, I 

show them short clips, like TedTalks, and follow up with questions related to the task. I explain the 

importance of listening by telling them that to be able to interact, they need not only to listen but also 

process what has been said to understand. I have a hard time evaluating their improvement, something 

my colleagues also feel is hard. There are not any guidelines of how to evaluate the skills of listening. 

To promote students practising their listening skills in the classroom, my students always speak English 

both with me and with each other. This will help them pay attention and be more aware of the importance 

of listening. I approach listening implicitly to make the students think for themselves.  
 
Interview 11  
I teach listening strategies in the classroom, mostly by talking about top-down and bottom-up listening. 

We also discuss the difference between listening and hearing by practising listening to different tapes 

of conversations, music, Warcraft clips and, sometimes, movies. Keywords and context are strategies 

we also talk about. I teach different approaches, but I usually focus on whether or not the student is an 

active or passive learner. They need to reflect what strategies that are facilitating for them. The students 

are often engaged in various speaking activities in pairs and in smaller groups. During the interactions, 

I always engage them in assessing themselves during their conversations. We also discuss the different 

assessments and how that should be done before they do a task. I regularly try to emphasise listening in 

the classroom by approaching the skill explicitly to make the students understand what they are learning. 
 
Interview 12  
I teach listening strategies both in a traditional way, through discussions and speech exercises, but I also 

try to use a lot of clips to highlight both content and pronunciation. I use teaching resources as 

movieclips, classroom discussion and interviews to make students activate their listening skills. When 

we work with interviews, the students interview each other and have to come up with their own follow 

up question, which requires listening. Therefore, I prefer to teach listening in a sociocultural approach. 

I barely teach the importance of listening since they are quite aware of it themselves. To check the 

student’s comprehension and improvement, I use old NX tests. I try to approach the skill both explicitly 

and implicitly, but sometimes I feel that this makes it complicated for them.  
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