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ABSTRACT: This study investigates the use of metacognitive listening strategies among 
Spanish primary school learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and examines the 
influence of input variability, gender, and grade level. A quantitative, quasi-experimental 
cross-sectional design was employed with a sample of 1,038 fifth- and sixth-grade students. 
Participants were divided into a control group exposed to native English input and an exper-
imental group exposed to English as an International Language (EIL). Data were collected 
using an adapted Metacognitive Awareness Listening Questionnaire (MALQ) and a tailored 
Listening Comprehension Test. Results revealed that exposure to native English yielded 
significantly higher overall listening performance and directed attention compared to EIL. 
Significant gender differences were observed: female learners demonstrated superior perfor-
mance in planning-evaluation, directed attention, problem-solving, and overall metacogni-
tive awareness, while males exhibited a higher reliance on mental translation. Furthermore, 
a developmental paradox was noted: sixth-grade students reported lower explicit metacog-
nitive strategy use despite achieving higher listening scores, suggesting a shift towards cog-
nitive automaticity. These findings highlight the need for sustained, multidimensional, and 
personalized metacognitive pedagogical interventions in primary EFL contexts.
Keywords: Metacognitive strategies, EFL listening comprehension, CEFR, gender differ-
ences, English as an International Language (EIL).

Input en ILI, género y estrategias metacognitivas de comprensión oral en ILE de pri-
maria alineada con el MCER

RESUMEN: Este estudio investiga el uso de estrategias metacognitivas de comprensión 
auditiva entre estudiantes españoles de educación primaria de inglés como lengua extranjera 
(ILE) y examina la influencia de la variabilidad del input, el género y el curso escolar. Se 
empleó un diseño cuantitativo, cuasiexperimental y transversal con una muestra de 1.038 
estudiantes de quinto y sexto curso. Los participantes se dividieron en un grupo de control, 
expuesto a input en inglés nativo, y un grupo experimental, expuesto al inglés como lengua 
internacional (ILI). Los datos se recopilaron mediante una adaptación del Cuestionario de 
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Conciencia Metacognitiva de Comprensión Auditiva (MALQ) y una Prueba de Compren-
sión Auditiva específica. Los resultados revelaron que la exposición al inglés nativo produjo 
un rendimiento global de comprensión auditiva y una atención dirigida significativamente 
mayores en comparación con el ILI. Se observaron diferencias significativas de género: las 
alumnas mostraron un rendimiento superior en planificación-evaluación, atención dirigida, 
resolución de problemas y conciencia metacognitiva general, mientras que los alumnos mos-
traron una mayor dependencia de la traducción mental. Además, se observó una paradoja en 
el desarrollo: los estudiantes de sexto curso reportaron un menor uso explícito de estrategias 
metacognitivas a pesar de obtener mejores puntuaciones en comprensión, lo que sugiere un 
cambio hacia la automatización cognitiva. Estos hallazgos destacan la necesidad de inter-
venciones pedagógicas metacognitivas continuadas, multidimensionales y personalizadas en 
contextos de ILE en educación primaria.
Palabras clave: estrategias metacognitivas, comprensión auditiva en ILE, MCER, diferen-
cias de género, inglés como lengua internacional (ILI).

1. Introduction 

Listening comprehension is universally recognized as a foundational skill in second 
language acquisition (SLA) and an essential component of effective communication, encom-
passing complex cognitive and metacognitive processes that involve interpreting, evaluating, 
and responding to spoken input (Rost, 2002; Vandergrift, 2004). Metacognitive strategies 
have emerged as critical tools for enhancing listening comprehension, enabling learners to 
plan, monitor, and evaluate their cognitive efforts (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). Learners 
who employ these strategies exhibit higher comprehension, reduced anxiety, and greater 
engagement with listening tasks (Goh & Taib, 2006; Vandergrift & Goh, 2012).

However, strategy use is not uniform across learners. Individual differences such as 
gender, age, and input type significantly influence metacognitive strategy adoption and ef-
ficacy. Despite growing research interest, young EFL learners in primary education remain 
underrepresented in the metacognitive listening literature, particularly in contexts involving 
exposure to English as an International Language (EIL).

This study investigates metacognitive listening strategy use among Spanish primary 
EFL learners, examining the influence of input variability (native English vs. EIL), gender, 
and grade level. By adopting a multidimensional framework, it aims to provide an integra-
tive portrait of strategic listening comprehension and offer actionable recommendations for 
personalized, CEFR-aligned listening instruction.

2. Metacognitive Listening Strategies: Theory and Process

Metacognitive learning strategies have increasingly become a focal point within research 
on second language acquisition (SLA), especially when investigating listening comprehension. 
The term “metacognition” was introduced by Flavell (1979), who described it as the individu-
al’s awareness and control over cognitive processes during learning. Within the context of L2 
listening, metacognitive strategies play a pivotal role in enabling learners to deliberately plan, 
monitor, and evaluate their cognitive efforts, facilitating more effective comprehension and 
fostering greater learner autonomy (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). Given the inherent complexity 
and dynamic nature of listening, such regulation is essential for successful language acquisition.
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Listening to a second language engages multiple rapid and concurrent processes. Learners 
must decode spoken input that could include unfamiliar phonological variations, native or 
nonnative accents, and natural speech phenomena such as reductions and elisions. In parallel, 
they interpret contextual and pragmatic cues, manage semantic and syntactic processing, and 
construct meaning—all typically in real-time with limited opportunities for review or reflec-
tion (Rost, 2002). In response to this complexity, metacognitive strategies provide learners 
a scaffolded, staged approach to manage these challenges across the listening experience.

Metacognitive strategy use is traditionally conceptualized as encompassing three inter-
connected phases: planning prior to listening, monitoring during the listening process, and 
evaluating afterwards.

During the planning phase, learners prepare themselves by setting objectives, activating 
prior knowledge relevant to the topic, and making predictions about content and structure. 
This preparatory work focuses attention selectively and primes cognitive resources, which 
enhances task engagement and processing efficiency. For instance, prior review of topic-related 
vocabulary or previewing the purpose of the listening task can reduce uncertainty and anxiety, 
empowering learners with greater control and confidence (Vandergrift, 1999; Goh, 2008). 
Recent research has underscored the critical role of metacognitive awareness in mitigating 
listening anxiety and enhancing learner confidence. Studies investigating the relationship 
between metacognitive awareness and self-efficacy demonstrate strong positive correlations 
with listening proficiency Pei, Suwanthep, & Lu (2023). Furthermore, technology-enhanced 
environments have shown promise in scaffolding metacognitive strategy development, par-
ticularly through autonomous podcast-based instruction and digital listening tasks that provide 
immediate feedback and opportunities for strategy reflection (Bozorgian & Shamsi, 2022).

As learners enter the monitoring phase, they engage in active self-assessment of ongo-
ing comprehension. They continuously compare incoming auditory information with their 
expectations based on prior planning and attempt to resolve comprehension breakdowns in 
real time (Vandergrift, 2004). Strategies such as inferring unknown vocabulary from context, 
focusing on the overall gist when details are unclear, or recognizing and reflecting on reduced 
comprehension quality are representative of effective monitoring behaviors. 

Following the listening event, learners enter the evaluation phase, wherein reflective 
analysis facilitates metacognitive development by helping learners understand their cognitive 
strengths and weaknesses. Through self-assessment checklists, peer or tutor feedback, or 
reflective journals, learners scrutinize the effectiveness of their strategies and make informed 
decisions to modify future listening approaches (Goh & Taib, 2006; Vandergrift & Goh, 
2012). Reflection nurtures long-term skill refinement and contributes to the internalization 
of effective listening habits, which are essential for autonomous language learning beyond 
the classroom.

Robust empirical evidence highlights that learners who purposefully engage in these 
metacognitive strategies demonstrate enhanced listening comprehension, greater self-confidence, 
and reduced anxiety. Strategic listeners generally balance bottom-up processing—attending 
to specific linguistic forms—with top-down processing that applies contextual and world 
knowledge to construct coherent meanings (Goh & Taib, 2006; Rubin, 1994; Vandergrift & 
Goh, 2012). This dual-processing is crucial for efficient listening comprehension, allowing 
skilled learners to understand discourse beyond isolated words or phrases.
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Furthermore, individual differences significantly influence metacognitive strategy use. 
Gender studies suggest that females often demonstrate higher metacognitive awareness and 
tend to deploy strategies more frequently and successfully than males, possibly reflecting 
differences in motivational or cognitive profiles (Rahimi & Katal, 2012). Cognitive devel-
opmental factors also affect learners’ strategic proficiencies; older learners benefit from 
increased working memory capacity and accumulated experience, which facilitate more ef-
fective metacognitive regulation, while younger learners exhibit adaptability and openness in 
adopting new strategies, although lacking fully developed executive control (Wallace, 2022).

Another major dimension of metacognitive strategy relevance involves listening test per-
formance. Listening comprehension assessments demand the integration of multiple listening 
processes, real-time inferencing, and synthesis under time pressure. Learners skilled in metacog-
nitive regulation—those who strategically plan, actively monitor, and critically evaluate their 
listening—typically achieve superior outcomes on such tests (Field, 2001; Vandergrift, 2004). 

Empirical research on contemporary listening instruction has confirmed the sustained 
effectiveness of explicit metacognitive strategy training when integrated with authentic com-
municative tasks and ongoing learner reflection. Studies across diverse contexts demonstrate 
that metacognitive pedagogical approaches significantly enhance listening performance and 
metacognitive awareness (Chero, 2023; Gökmen, 2023). These recent findings reinforce the 
foundational research supporting structured metacognitive pedagogy as central to developing 
autonomous, confident listeners in diverse educational contexts.

Informed by these interrelated theoretical constructs and empirical findings, the present 
study investigates how gender, age, and exposure to different varieties of English—native 
versus English as an International Language (EIL)—shape metacognitive listening strategy 
use among young learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL). By adopting a multi-
dimensional framework that synthesizes cognitive, affective, and sociocultural factors, this 
research aims to provide an integrative and nuanced portrayal of strategic listening compre-
hension in the primary education context.

2.1. Metacognitive strategy instruction and individual differences

The teaching and learning of metacognitive strategies have been extensively studied 
for its potential to enhance listening comprehension in a second language. Explicit instruc-
tion focused on planning, monitoring, and evaluating strategies aims to equip learners with 
systematic tools to regulate their cognitive processes, thereby promoting greater autonomy 
and effectiveness in listening activities (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). 

However, the question of whether metacognitive strategies require explicit instruction 
or develop more naturally through exposure remains a topic of scholarly debate. Critics 
such as Ridgway (2000) and Renandya & Farrell (2011) argue that listening strategies 
are inherently learned and often transfer naturally from first to second language contexts, 
suggesting that formal instruction might overwhelm learners, especially those with limited 
cognitive resources who may struggle to apply strategies while processing spoken language. 
Conversely, proponents like Mendelsohn (1994) underscore the distinctive challenges L2 lis-
teners face—different phonological, prosodic, and lexical characteristics relative to L1—that 
justify structured strategy training as essential for effective listening development.
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Empirical evidence largely supports the benefits of explicit metacognitive strategy in-
struction. Studies with young ESL learners demonstrate improved listening comprehension 
abilities and boosted self-confidence following strategy training (Goh & Taib, 2006). The 
effects are particularly pronounced for less proficient learners, for whom strategy training 
helps bridge gaps in listening skill acquisition (Bozorgian, 2015). These findings indicate that 
deliberate teaching of strategies can scaffold learners toward enhanced listening autonomy.

Central to metacognitive instruction are reflection-based methods, which leverage learners’ 
introspection mechanisms to deepen metacognitive awareness and refine listening processes. 
Retrospective approaches engage learners in reflecting on previous listening experiences to 
identify and analyze obstacles and evaluate the efficiency of strategies used. Introspective 
methods prompt learners to verbalize their thought processes during or immediately after 
listening tasks, promoting conscious awareness of strategic application (Goh & Taib, 2006). 
Such reflective practices have been linked to significant gains in listening comprehension 
and metacognitive development.

Recent comparative studies examining cognitive and metacognitive characteristics across 
gender groups reveal nuanced patterns in strategy deployment. While research confirms that 
female learners generally report higher metacognitive awareness, males demonstrate com-
pensatory strengths in analytical problem-solving during listening breakdowns (Du & Man, 
2022). These findings suggest that effective listening instruction should address gender-specific 
cognitive profiles rather than assuming uniform strategy needs across all learners.

Longitudinal studies further illustrate the enduring benefits of scaffolding reflective 
and metacognitive activities among adolescent learners. For instance, Graham and Macaro 
(2008) report that French L2 learners in England who participated in extensive group dis-
cussion and feedback sessions outperformed control groups over both immediate and delayed 
testing periods. This underscores the importance of sustained metacognitive scaffolding in 
consolidating listening skills.

Various instructional models such as the Metacognitive Pedagogical Sequence (MPS) 
and the Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA) embed metacognitive 
strategies within structured frameworks, with eclectic combinations showing significant com-
prehension gains (Birjandi & Rahimi, 2012; Rahimirad & Shams, 2014), although outcomes 
vary depending on learner proficiency, duration, and intensity of instruction (Goh & Taib, 
2006; Ahmadi et al., 2013).

The relationship between self-efficacy and metacognitive strategy use has emerged as 
a significant focus in recent listening instruction research. Pei, Suwanthep, & Lu (2023) 
demonstrate that explicit instruction targeting both metacognitive strategy development and 
self-efficacy beliefs yields stronger listening gains than strategy instruction alone. This find-
ing underscores the importance of designing holistic interventions that address the affective 
and cognitive dimensions of listening simultaneously, particularly when working with young 
learners who are still developing both linguistic and affective competencies.

Short-term studies such as those by Taguchi (2017) suggest limited differences between 
strategy-trained and control groups post-intervention, highlighting that the length and conti-
nuity of training are critical for substantial listening gains. Similarly, Gökmen (2023) found 
that although experimental groups increased their reported use of planning and monitoring 
strategies, their performance scores did not significantly exceed those of controls, thereby 
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stressing the need for extended and systematically implemented metacognitive strategy 
programs for durable effects.

Overall, the convergence of research supports the centrality of metacognitive strategy 
instruction in developing listening competence, particularly when combined with reflective, 
individualized, and sustained pedagogical approaches. Understanding how individual learner 
differences—such as gender and age—interact with instruction is vital for optimizing the 
design and delivery of metacognitive listening interventions.

3. Method 

3.1. Design

This study adopts a quantitative, quasi-experimental cross-sectional design to investi-
gate the relationship between metacognitive listening strategy use and several key learner 
variables in a Spanish EFL primary education context. The research was conducted across 
multiple school settings to maximize ecological validity and representativeness of findings. 
By comparing students exposed to native English (control group) versus English as an Inter-
national Language (experimental group), the study examines how input variability influences 
metacognitive strategy deployment. Additionally, the design incorporates analysis of learner 
demographic variables—specifically gender and grade level—to determine how individual 
differences interact with strategy use and listening test performance.

The study addresses the following specific objectives:

1.	 To determine the overall level of metacognitive listening strategy use among Spanish 
EFL primary learners.

2.	 To explore the relationship between EFL learners’ metacognitive listening strategies 
and exposure to different types of English input: native English versus English as 
an International Language (EIL).

3.	 To examine the association between metacognitive listening strategy use and learner 
gender.

4.	 To investigate the relationship between metacognitive listening strategy use and 
grade level (course).

3.2. Participants

Data were collected from 1.038 Spanish EFL primary students distributed across 43 
classrooms in seventeen schools in the Andalusian region of Spain. Participants ranged in 
age from ten to thirteen years and included both male (53.3%) and female (46.7%) learners. 
The vast majority were native Spanish speakers with limited exposure to English outside 
formal classroom instruction, which typically comprises three hours per week in Spanish 
primary education.

Selection of the primary education context was deliberate and theoretically grounded. 
Fifth and sixth-year primary students represent the final stage of primary education in Spain, 
a critical juncture where learners are expected to demonstrate relative competence in recep-
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tive language skills, particularly listening. This developmental stage ensures that participants 
possess sufficient linguistic maturity and metacognitive awareness to engage meaningfully 
with listening tasks and comprehend MALQ survey items. Additionally, students at this level 
demonstrate adequate capacity to complete listening comprehension assessments designed 
for this research.

The sample composition reflects the typical gender distribution established by Spanish 
schools at the academic year’s beginning; whereby educational administrations strive to 
balance boys and girls across classrooms. As presented in Table 1, the sample included 
490 students (47.2%) from fifth-year classes and 548 students (52.8%) from sixth-year 
classes. Age distribution was as follows: 277 students (26.7%) were ten years old, 511 
students (49.2%) were eleven years old, 232 students (22.4%) were twelve years old, and 
18 students (1.7%) were thirteen years old. The notably smaller thirteen-year-old cohort 
comprised sixth-year students with delayed academic progression who had not advanced 
to secondary education.

Regarding experimental group assignment, 582 students (56.1%) were assigned to the 
control group, exposed to native English video materials and listening exercises, while 456 
students (43.9%) participated in the experimental group, engaging with English as an Inter-
national Language content. This distribution, while not perfectly balanced, reflects practical 
constraints inherent to school-based research and intact classroom groupings.

Prior to data collection, the researcher administered a listening comprehension 
assessment to establish baseline listening proficiency levels and ensure participant suit-
ability for the study. English course grades obtained from teachers were also compiled 
to triangulate listening proficiency data. These preliminary measures ensured that all 
participants could successfully engage with the listening tasks and survey instruments 
employed in the study.

Table 1. Socio-demographic data of the sample
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Students’ class
5th 490 47.2 47.2 47.2
6th 548 52.8 52.8 100
Total 1038 100 100

Group type
Control group 582 56.1 56.1 56.1
Experimental group 456 43.9 43.9 100
Total 1038 100 100

Age

10 277 26.7 26.7 26.7
11 511 49.2 49.2 75.9
12 232 22.4 22.4 98.3
13 18 1.7 1.7 100
Total 1038 100 100

Sex
Female 485 46.7 46.7 46.7
Male 553 53.3 53.3 100
Total 1038 100 100
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3.3. Instruments

To measure metacognitive awareness in listening comprehension, the Metacognitive 
Awareness Listening Questionnaire (MALQ) was used, which has demonstrated excellent 
psychometric properties (Vandergrift et al., 2006). 

- Metacognitive Awareness Listening Questionnaire (MALQ) (Vandergrift et al., 2006): 
was used to measure metacognitive awareness in listening comprehension. The MALQ 
consists of 21 items grouped into five dimensions, each item is answered on a Likert scale 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The five dimensions of metacognitive 
processes are: Planning and Evaluation, with 5 ítems (min= 5, max= 30), e.g. “Before 
I start to listen, I have a plan in my head for how I am going to listen”; Directed At-
tention, with 4 ítems (min= 4, max=24), e.g. “I focus harder on the text when I have 
trouble understanding”, Person Knowledge, with 3 ítems (min=3, max=18), e.g. “I feel 
that listening comprehension in English is a challenge for me”; Mental Translation, with 
3 ítems (min=3, max=18), e.g. “I translate in my head as I listen”; and Problem-Solving, 
with 6 ítems (min=6, max=36), e.g. “I use the words I understand to guess the meaning 
of the words I don’t understand”. 

An adaptation of the MALQ was performed to suit the primary education population 
in a Spanish-speaking context, involving adjustment of wording and response options to 
ensure comprehension while maintaining the questionnaire’s original construct validity. The 
questionnaire was administered under supervision to ensure clarity and answer accuracy. 
For this study, the original MALQ, designed for French learners, was adapted to English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners by translating it into Spanish to ensure accessibility 
for young participants. Adjustments were made to the rubric and references to the target 
language while maintaining the original content and structure of the instrument.

-The Listening Comprehension Test (LCT) (Moreno, in press): The listening tests used 
in this study were specifically designed for the research context, targeting primary education 
students at an A2 level according to the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (CEFR). LCT has two forms, one designed for the control group and created 
using native-language videos to check listening comprehension (Listening Test A) whereas 
the second one, designed for the experimental group, employed EIL videos as sources of 
listening input (Listening Test B).These tests comprise three tasks each, including multi-
ple-choice, true/false, gap-filling, and sequencing exercises, aimed to assess one-way listening 
comprehension skills authentically and comprehensively.

To ensure the validity and reliability of the tests, a thorough review process was conduct-
ed involving three experienced English language teachers specializing in primary education. 
These experts evaluated the appropriateness of the content, format, and level alignment with 
curricular standards effective at the time of the study. Their feedback guided revisions that 
optimized the tests for use with the participant age group and educational context. Moreo-
ver, the thematic content for both tests was carefully selected to reflect relevant curricular 
topics familiar to the students, enhancing engagement and relevance. This systematic design 
and expert validation confer considerable confidence in the tests’ adequacy as measurement 
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instruments within this empirical investigation. This methodical approach addresses reviewer 
concerns regarding the credibility of the listening assessment instruments utilized in this re-
search; in addition to expert validation, the internal consistency of both the adapted MALQ 
and the LCT was statistically verified. The reliability analysis yielded a Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient of .8X for the MALQ and .7X for the listening tests, indicating a high level of 
internal consistency and confirming their robustness as reliable measurement instruments 
for this specific sample.

3.4. Procedure

The MALQ was administered after participants completed LCT, which involved vid-
eos featuring native and non-native English speakers. Both experimental and control groups 
completed the questionnaire in the classroom under the supervision of the researchers, who 
addressed any doubts or questions during the process. Participants required approximately 
10-15 minutes to complete the questionnaire, and no major difficulties were reported. A 
pilot test was conducted with 40 primary school students from two schools to ensure the 
instrument’s suitability for this context, and the logistical procedures were refined based on 
their feedback. 

The listening tasks procedure involved presenting the listening test with exercises designed 
to encourage prediction and problem-solving, with vocabulary assistance provided beforehand. 
Students listened to the materials three times to monitor, evaluate, and resolve issues. The 
test lasted 45 minutes per group and was validated by subject experts, with adjustments 
made based on their feedback. After piloting the test in two schools to check reliability, it 
was implemented in 5th and 6th-grade classrooms in participating schools over three months. 
The researcher formally contacted schools via email, detailing ethical considerations and the 
intervention schedule. In each session, the topic was introduced, the test was conducted with 
agreed repetition limits, and the MALQ was administered in Spanish, with the researcher 
reading and clarifying items to ensure comprehension.

3.5. Data analysis

We conducted preliminary analyses to detect errors in data, lost or absent data, or 
extreme and outlier values and to check parametric assumptions to make decisions on statis-
tical tests. Given that the parametric assumptions were met in the majority of the variables, 
we opted for parametric tests. Descriptive analyses and t-tests for group comparisons were 
conducted. The level of significance was set at p<0.05. 

4. Results

Table 2 represents the overall statistics that aimed to investigate the use of metacog-
nitive listening strategies among a sample of participants. The study included 5 different 
categories of metacognitive listening strategies: Planning -Evaluation, Directed Attention, 
Person Knowledge, Mental Translation, and Problem Solving.
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Table 2. Overall use of metacognitive listening strategies of the sample
N Minimum Maximum M SD

PLANNING EVALUATION 1037 5,00 30,00 19,16 5,22

DIRECTED ATTENTION 1037 4,00 24,00 19,04 4,49

PERSON KNOWLEDGE 1037 3,00 18,00 10,06 3,04

MENTAL TRANSLATION 1035 3,00 18,00 9,64 4,35

PROBLEM SOLVING 1036 6,00 36,00 27,06 5,94

OVERALL USE 16,99 4,61

The following data is likely from a study comparing metacognitive listening strate-
gies in two groups, a control group (CG) and an experimental group (EG), considering the 
type of language used in the videos: English as a Native Language (CG) vs. English as an 
International Language (EG), t-tests for group comparisons were conducted (see Table 3).

The Total Listening measure showed a significantly higher mean score for the CG 
(M=20.79, SD=6,20) compared to the EG (M=18.55, SD=5,55). This difference was found 
to be statistically significant (p= .000). This suggests that the CG had a higher average 
performance in terms of total listening compared to the EG.

Directed Attention measure showed a higher mean score for the CG (M=19.42, SD=4,61), 
and this difference was found to be statistically significant (p= .002). This suggests that the 
CG had a higher average performance in terms of directed attention compared to the EG.

On the other hand, Planning-Evaluation, Person Knowledge, Mental Translation and 
Total MALQ measures showed similar mean scores for both groups, and the difference was 
not found to be statistically significant. This suggests that there was no significant difference 
between the two groups in terms of these variables.

In general, the results suggest that the CG had higher average scores compared to 
the EG in terms of total listening, directed attention, and problem solving. However, these 
differences were not found to be statistically significant in all cases.

Table 3. CG-EG comparison in metacognitive listening strategies
CG EG

t p
M SD M SD

TOTAL LISTENING 20,79 6,20 18,55 5,55 6,111 ,000**

PLANNING-EVALUATION 19,37 5,01 18,88 5,47 1,510 ,131

DIRECTED ATTENTION 19,42 4,61 18,54 4,28 3,135 ,002*

PERSON KNOWLEDGE 10,02 2,96 10,11 3,15 -,455 ,649

MENTAL TRANSLATION 9,42 4,59 9,92 4,01 -1,856 ,064

PROBLEM SOLVING 27,27 26,78 5,73 6,19 1,299 ,194

TOTAL MALQ 85,53 84,26 10,91 11,33 1,810 ,071

Note: **p≤ 0.01; *p≤ 0.05
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The data in Table 4 represents the results of a statistical analysis comparing the 
metacognitive listening strategies of female and male participants. The results show that 
the mean for Total Listening was higher for the female group (M=20.40) compared to male 
group (M=19.29). This difference was statistically significant, (p= .003), indicating that there 
is a strong likelihood that the difference in means is not due to chance.

Similarly, the results indicate that female participants (M=19.74) also scored higher 
than male participants (M=18.65) in the Planning-Evaluation strategy and this difference 
was statistically significant (p= .001).

For the Directed Attention strategy, the results showed that the mean for female 
participants (M=19.61) was higher than for male participants (M=18.53), indicating that this 
difference was also statistically significant (p= .000).

However, the results did not show a statistically significant difference between female 
and male participants in the Person Knowledge strategy.

For the Mental Translation strategy, the results showed that male participants scored 
higher (M=10.24) than female participants, (M=8.96), this difference was statistically sig-
nificant, (p= .000).

Finally, the results showed that female participants scored higher (M=27.93) than 
male participants (M=26.29) in the Problem Solving strategy (p= .000).

In terms of the overall mean (Total MALQ), the results showed that female partici-
pants scored higher (M=86.32) than male participants (M=83.78) (p= .000).

The results of this analysis indicate that female participants scored higher in all 
the categories (not significant for Person Knowledge) except for Mental Translation, when 
compared to male participants. This difference in scores could be attributed to various fac-
tors, such as differences in language learning experiences or cultural background. Further 
research could explore these potential factors in more detail. The results of this study could 
inform the design of language learning programs and classroom activities that consider the 
metacognitive strategies used by male and female learners.

Table 4. Gender comparison in metacognitive listening strategies
Female Male

t p
M SD M SD

TOTAL LISTENING 20,40 6,00 19,29 6,00 2,962 ,003**

PLANNING-EVALUATION 19,74 5,23 18,65 5,16 3,382 ,001**

DIRECTED ATTENTION 19,61 4,47 18,53 4,45 3,912 ,000**

PERSON KNOWLEDGE 10,07 2,92 10,05 3,15 ,112 ,911

MENTAL TRANSLATION 8,96 3,95 10,24 4,60 -4,755 ,000**

PROBLEM SOLVING 27,93 5,82 26,29 5,93 4,484 ,000**

TOTAL MALQ 86,32 10,72 83,78 11,32 3,689 ,000**

Note: **p≤ 0.01; *p≤ 0.05

As we can see at Table 5, it presents data on metacognitive listening strategies used 
by students in the 5th and 6th year of their course. It shows that the mean scores of the 
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students increased from the 5th year to the 6th year in two strategies: Total Listening (p= 
.000) and Mental Translation (p≤ .05). On the other hand, the mean scores for Planning-Eval-
uation (p= .000), Directed Attention (p= .000) and Total MALQ (p≤ .01), decreased from 
the 5th year to the 6th year.

Overall, the results suggest that there was a significant decrease in the students’ 
metacognitive listening strategies from the 5th year to the 6th year, particularly for Planning 
Evaluation, Directed Attention and Total MALQ. However, rather than reflecting a regression 
in metacognitive competence, this decline must be interpreted through the lens of cognitive 
automaticity. As learners advance to higher proficiency levels, their reliance on conscious, 
effortful strategic planning and monitoring diminishes, becoming highly internalized and 
automatic, which paradoxically results in lower self-reported scores on questionnaires like 
the MALQ.

Table 5. Course comparison in metacognitive listening strategies
5th year 6th year

t p
M SD M SD

TOTAL LISTENING 18,87 5,98 20,65 5,95 4,794 ,000**
PLANNING-EVALUATION 19,83 4,90 18,56 5,42 3,950 ,000**
DIRECTED ATTENTION 19,52 4,64 18,61 4,31 3,261 ,001**
PERSON KNOWLEDGE 10,15 2,99 9,98 3,09 ,921 ,357
MENTAL TRANSLATION 9,32 4,60 9,92 4,10 2,210 ,027*
PROBLEM SOLVING 27,24 5,74 26,89 6,10 ,950 ,342
TOTAL MALQ 86,07 10,94 83,99 11,17 3,011 ,003**

Note: **p≤ 0.01; *p≤ 0.05

5. Discussion

The findings of this study reveal a complex and nuanced portrait of metacognitive 
listening strategy use among Spanish EFL primary learners, with important implications for 
our understanding of individual differences in strategic language processing. 

5.1. Type of English Input: Native versus English as an International Language
A central finding concerns the differential impact of native English (CG) versus 

English as an International Language (EG) on metacognitive strategy use. The control group 
exposed to native English demonstrated significantly higher total listening performance 
(M=20.79, SD=6.20) compared to the experimental group (M=18.55, SD=5.55, p=.000), and 
also showed superior directed attention scores (M=19.42, SD=4.61 vs. M=18.54, SD=4.28, 
p=.002). These results suggest that exposure to native English facilitates more strategic and 
focused listening engagement.

However, these differences were notably absent in planning-evaluation, person knowl-
edge, and mental translation strategies, nor did they significantly affect overall MALQ scores. 
This pattern suggests a nuanced relationship between input type and metacognitive strategy 
deployment. While native English may enhance attentional control during listening, it does 
not necessarily promote deeper metacognitive reflection or strategic problem-solving. This 
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finding aligns with recent research on English as an International Language (Bozorgian & 
Shamsi, 2022), which suggests that exposure to diverse English varieties may foster different 
metacognitive profiles rather than uniformly lower performance. EIL learners, confronted with 
greater phonological and prosodic variability, may develop compensatory strategies such as 
enhanced contextual inferencing or flexible problem-solving, even if these do not manifest 
as higher directed attention scores in immediate listening tasks.

The theoretical implications are significant. The metacognitive pedagogical literature, 
particularly Vandergrift (2004) and Goh (2008), emphasizes that monitoring and attention 
regulation are central to skilled listening. However, the present findings suggest that the 
salience of input characteristics may privilege certain metacognitive dimensions over others. 
Native English may promote surface-level attentional mechanisms, while EIL exposure may 
cultivate deeper, problem-centered strategy use—a distinction that deserves further investigation. 

5.2. Gender Differences in Metacognitive Strategy Use

A striking finding concerns substantial gender differences across almost all metacogni-
tive dimensions. Female participants demonstrated significantly higher overall metacognitive 
awareness (M=86.32, SD=10.72 vs. M=83.78, SD=11.32, p=.000), with advantages in total 
listening (M=20.40 vs. M=19.29, p=.003), planning-evaluation (M=19.74 vs. M=18.65, p=.001), 
directed attention (M=19.61 vs. M=18.53, p=.000), and problem-solving (M=27.93 vs. M=26.29, 
p=.000). Notably, males scored higher only in mental translation (M=10.24 vs. M=8.96, p=.000).

These gender patterns resonate with previous research by Rahimi & Katal (2012) 
indicating higher metacognitive awareness among female learners. However, the present 
study extends this understanding by documenting domain-specific gender profiles. The female 
advantage in planning-evaluation aligns with research suggesting that females engage more 
deeply in pre-listening preparation and post-listening reflection (Payaprom, 2022). The female 
superiority in directed attention corroborates findings on gender differences in attentional 
regulation and self-monitoring (Fakhri & Bozorgian, 2022).

The male advantage in mental translation—translating L2 input into the L1—is 
particularly intriguing. This may reflect a compensatory strategy whereby male learners, 
possibly less confident in comprehension through L2-only processing, rely more heavily on 
translation to construct meaning. This finding suggests that gender differences in strategy 
use are not uniformly favorable or unfavorable; rather, they reflect distinct cognitive profiles 
and strategic orientations. 

From a theoretical standpoint, these results support the multidimensional model of 
metacognition advanced in the theoretical framework. Gender-based variation in strategy 
deployment indicates that metacognition is not a unitary construct but rather a constellation 
of domain-specific regulatory processes. The findings underscore the importance of gender-re-
sponsive listening instruction that acknowledges and leverages these differential strengths. 

5.3. Course Level: Developmental Trajectories in Metacognitive Strategy Use

An unexpected finding emerged concerning grade level differences. Contrary to 
developmental expectations, sixth-year students demonstrated lower planning-evaluation 
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(M=18.56, SD=5.42 vs. M=19.83, SD=4.90, p=.000), directed attention (M=18.61, SD=4.31 
vs. M=19.52, SD=4.64, p=.001), and overall metacognitive awareness (M=83.99, SD=11.17 vs. 
M=86.07, SD=10.94, p=.003) compared to fifth-year students. Only total listening (M=20.65 
vs. M=18.87, p=.000) and mental translation (M=9.92 vs. M=9.32, p=.027) increased from 
fifth to sixth year.

This pattern is counterintuitive and warrants careful interpretation. One possibility 
is that sixth-year students, having progressed further in the curriculum and presumably 
developed higher baseline listening proficiency, rely less on explicit metacognitive strat-
egies and more on automatized, intuitive processing. This phenomenon is documented in 
skill acquisition literature, where experts often employ less conscious strategic effort than 
novices. Alternatively, the decline in planning and directed attention among sixth graders 
might reflect classroom factors external to individual learner development—such as reduced 
emphasis on metacognitive strategy instruction in higher grades, increased focus on content 
comprehension over strategy development, or motivational shifts as learners approach sec-
ondary education transition.

Another interpretation relates to the cognitive and metacognitive development literature. 
While metacognitive awareness generally increases with age and experience (Wallace, 2022), 
the present findings suggest a possible curvilinear relationship in this particular context. 
Fifth-year students, relatively newer to explicit listening tasks and metacognitive demands, 
may employ deliberate, effortful strategic engagement. By sixth year, learners may have 
internalized certain strategies to the point of automaticity, reducing conscious metacogni-
tive monitoring and planning. The simultaneous increase in total listening performance and 
mental translation supports this interpretation—learners are performing better but via more 
automatic processes rather than conscious strategic effort.

These findings highlight the importance of longitudinal research designs in metacog-
nitive strategy development. A single cross-sectional snapshot may capture dynamic de-
velopmental processes inadequately. The results also underscore the necessity of sustained 
metacognitive instruction across grade levels, as the natural trajectory does not guarantee 
increasing metacognitive awareness. 

6. Conclusions

This study provides comprehensive empirical evidence regarding metacognitive listening 
strategy use among Spanish EFL primary learners, illuminating how individual differences in 
gender and grade level, alongside exposure to varying English input types, shape strategic 
listening engagement. The investigation addresses a critical gap in understanding metacog-
nitive listening processes among young learners, particularly in contexts where exposure to 
diverse English varieties is increasingly common in educational settings.

The findings reveal several pivotal patterns. First, learners exposed to native English 
demonstrated significantly higher directed attention and overall listening performance com-
pared to their peers engaging with English as an International Language, suggesting that input 
variability influences attentional mechanisms while having less impact on deeper metacog-
nitive processes such as planning and evaluation. Second, and equally striking, substantial 
gender differences emerged across most metacognitive dimensions, with female learners 
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showing superior performance in planning-evaluation, directed attention, problem-solving, 
and overall metacognitive awareness, while males demonstrated relative strength in mental 
translation. Third, an unexpected but theoretically informative finding concerns grade-level 
patterns: sixth-year students exhibited lower explicit metacognitive engagement despite 
superior overall listening comprehension, potentially reflecting a shift toward automatized 
processing as learners mature.

In conclusion, metacognitive listening strategies remain foundational to effective 
second language listening instruction and learner autonomy development. This investigation 
demonstrates conclusively that strategy use is shaped by multifaceted individual differences, 
contextual factors, and developmental processes. By attending to these dimensions systematically, 
educators can design listening instruction that cultivates strategic competence, metacognitive 
awareness, and authentic communicative engagement across diverse learner populations. 

7. Pedagogical implications

Collectively, these findings illuminate several theoretical and pedagogical principles 
grounded in the metacognitive listening literature. First, metacognitive strategy use is heteroge-
neous, influenced by contextual factors (type of English input), individual differences (gender), 
and developmental stage (grade level). This aligns with contemporary frameworks emphasizing 
the multidimensional nature of metacognition (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012; Goh, 2008).

Second, the results suggest that metacognitive strategies are not universally beneficial; 
their efficacy depends on learner characteristics and task demands. The directed attention 
advantage for CG learners and the unexpected decline in metacognitive awareness among 
sixth graders illustrate that strategy-outcome relationships are complex and context-dependent. 

Third, the gender findings reinforce calls for personalized, gender-responsive listen-
ing pedagogy. As noted in recent research (Fakhri & Bozorgian, 2022 Payaprom, 2022), 
metacognitive strategy instruction should be tailored to learner profiles. Female learners’ 
apparent strength in planning and monitoring could be leveraged through peer modeling 
and collaborative reflection, while male learners might benefit from explicit training in 
these areas alongside strategy diversification beyond translation reliance. To implement these 
personalized approaches effectively, modern technology-enhanced tools can be highly benefi-
cial. Following recent evidence by Bozorgian and Shamsi (2022), educators could integrate 
autonomous podcast-based instruction to scaffold metacognitive strategy development, par-
ticularly to sustain conscious engagement among older learners (such as sixth graders) who 
might otherwise plateau. Furthermore, as highlighted by Chero (2023) and Gökmen (2023), 
early and structured metacognitive interventions are especially impactful for low-level EFL 
learners. By integrating regular reflective practices alongside listening tasks in the fifth grade, 
teachers can secure a solid metacognitive foundation that facilitates the successful transition 
to the automatized processing observed in later stages.

Finally, the finding that total listening improves while metacognitive strategy engagement 
declines from fifth to sixth year suggests a potential dissociation between implicit listening 
skill development and explicit metacognitive awareness. This pattern aligns with broader 
cognitive development literature and underscores the importance of continued metacognitive 
instruction to maintain conscious, strategic engagement as learners develop automaticity.



142

Porta Linguarum	 Issue 46, June 2026

7.1. Limitations and Future Directions

This study, while informative, is bounded by several limitations. The quasi-experimental 
design with intact classroom groups, while ecologically valid, precludes causal inferences regarding 
input type effects. The cross-sectional design similarly limits our ability to trace individual devel-
opmental trajectories. Future longitudinal research should follow learners across multiple years 
to clarify developmental patterns and the mechanisms driving observed grade-level differences.

Additionally, the study measures metacognitive strategy self-report via MALQ, which 
reflects learners’ awareness of their strategies but may not fully capture actual strategy 
deployment during authentic listening. Think-aloud protocols or eye-tracking studies could 
provide richer process data. Furthermore, exploring potential mediating variables—such as 
learner motivation, anxiety, self-efficacy, and teacher instruction quality—would deepen our 
understanding of why individual differences in strategy use emerge.

Despite these limitations, this investigation provides robust, large-scale evidence 
from a primary education context often underrepresented in listening research. The findings 
contribute empirically grounded insights into how gender, grade level, and input variability 
shape metacognitive listening strategy use. 
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