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Abstract. Listening is a critical language skill that plays a central role in academic success, yet it is often 

the most neglected in English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction. In Malaysian higher education, 

students frequently encounter challenges in listening comprehension, including difficulties with rapid 

speech, decoding unfamiliar accents, and processing key information in real time. This systematic review 

investigates the role of metacognitive strategies in enhancing listening skills among Malaysian university 

students. Guided by PRISMA principles, peer-reviewed studies published between 2014 and 2024 were 

identified and analysed to determine effective instructional approaches. Findings reveal that strategies 

such as planning, monitoring, and evaluating listening performance foster greater learner autonomy and 

comprehension accuracy. The integration of explicit metacognitive instruction in ESL curricula 

significantly improves students’ ability to manage cognitive load, anticipate content, and self-assess 

understanding. However, the review also highlights gaps in training consistency, limited use of 

technology-mediated listening activities, and a lack of longitudinal studies tracking strategy retention. 

This paper argues for a more systematic incorporation of metacognitive awareness training in Malaysian 

higher education to strengthen listening proficiency and equip learners with transferable academic skills. 

The implications extend to curriculum design, teacher professional development, and technology-

enhanced learning initiatives that prioritise active, reflective engagement in the listening process. 

Keywords: listening skills, metacognitive strategies, Malaysian higher education, systematic review 

Introduction 

Listening is a fundamental language skill, yet it is often regarded as one of the most 

challenging for learners to acquire. In second-language settings, students frequently 

report frustration with listening tasks, citing difficulties such as the fast pace of spoken 

language, problems perceiving sounds, and missing key words. Ndububa (2025), for 

example, found that among the four language skills, learners felt least successful in 

listening, largely due to issues like rapid speech rate leading to mishearing of vital 

words. These challenges are not unique to any one context, listening comprehension is 

widely acknowledged as a complex, demanding skill. Compounding the inherent 

difficulty of listening is the traditional imbalance in language instruction. In many 

educational contexts, listening receives far less instructional attention compared to 

reading, writing, and even speaking. This imbalance is particularly evident in many 

Asian ESL/EFL settings, where curricula historically emphasize grammar, reading, and 

writing drills while neglecting systematic listening practice. As a result, students often 

reach higher education with underdeveloped listening abilities, despite being otherwise 

competent in language skills. This neglect has prompted calls for a pedagogical shift: 
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experts argue that listening skills must be taught more explicitly, rather than being 

assumed to develop “naturally” without focused practice. 

In the Malaysian context, the disparity in skill development is especially pronounced. 

Malaysia is a multilingual country where English is taught as a second language; 

however, listening instruction in schools has historically been minimal. Until recently, 

national examinations did not rigorously assess listening: a formal listening test was 

only introduced at the lower secondary level in 2014 (with the PT3 examination), and 

even the high-stakes SPM exam in upper secondary still does not include a listening 

component. Consequently, many students enter tertiary education having rarely been 

tested or trained in academic listening. The only dedicated assessment of listening for 

many Malaysian students comes with the Malaysian University English Test (MUET) at 

pre-university level, and tellingly, listening consistently yields the weakest results 

among the MUET language skill components. Analyses by the Malaysian Examinations 

Council in 2017 and 2018 showed that the listening paper had the lowest mean scores 

and the highest proportion of low-proficiency (Band 1) achievements, compared to 

reading, writing, and speaking. These findings underscore a troubling gap: even as 

students transition to university, many lack adequate listening proficiency to follow 

lectures or participate fully in academic discourse. Indeed, it has been observed that 

Malaysian university ESL learners struggle with listening tasks, often unable to keep up 

with lecturers’ speech and failing to understand many words, problems traced back to 

insufficient practice and ineffective learning methods in their prior education. 

Researchers have linked these issues to both learner-related factors (e.g. students’ lack 

of exposure and strategy use) and instructional factors (e.g. teacher-centered 

approaches, syllabi that emphasize rote learning over communication). For instance, 

noted that secondary and college students struggled to comprehend spoken English 

largely because they could not match the teacher’s pace and often did not understand 

key vocabulary, a situation exacerbated by passive learning methods and a lack of 

strategy training. Similarly, Pierorazio (2025) observed that English lessons in Malaysia 

tended to be surface-level (memorization and repetition) rather than in-depth, 

suggesting the need for more meaningful, skills-focused teaching strategies in listening 

instruction. 

Given this backdrop, it is essential to explore alternative approaches to improve 

listening skills for Malaysian ESL learners, especially at the tertiary level where 

academic success increasingly depends on effective listening (e.g. understanding 

lectures, tutorials, and engaging in discussions). One promising avenue supported by a 

growing body of research is the use of metacognitive strategies in listening instruction. 

Metacognitive strategies refer to the higher-order executive processes that learners use 

to plan, monitor, and evaluate their own learning. Mardiah (2022) famously asserted 

that “students without metacognitive approaches are essentially learners without 

direction”, lacking the tools to assess their progress or adjust their learning tactics. In 

the context of listening, metacognitive strategies enable learners to become aware of the 

listening process and to take conscious control of activities such as preparing for 

listening, maintaining attention, identifying problems in comprehension, and reflecting 

on outcomes. Numerous studies worldwide have demonstrated that learners who 

actively employ metacognitive listening strategies tend to have better comprehension 

and greater success in listening tasks. For instance, past research has documented 

positive effects on listening performance when learners are trained to use strategies like 

planning and self-monitoring during listening. Metacognitive instruction, explicit 
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teaching of these strategies, helps students individualize the listening process, making 

them more effective, self-regulated learners. 

In recent years, leading experts such as Goh and Vandergrift (2021) have developed 

pedagogical models that integrate metacognition into listening instruction. According to 

their definition, metacognitive instruction consists of “pedagogical procedures that 

enable learners to increase awareness of the listening process by developing richer 

metacognitive knowledge about themselves as listeners, the nature and demands of 

listening, and strategies for listening”. In practice, this means guiding students through 

cycles of planning (setting goals, predicting content, activating prior knowledge before 

listening), monitoring (checking comprehension and tracking their understanding during 

listening), and evaluating (reflecting on performance and strategy effectiveness after 

listening). Over nearly two decades, a “metacognitive approach” to teaching listening 

has gained traction, supported by evidence that it not only improves immediate listening 

comprehension but also builds learners’ confidence and autonomy in language learning. 

Yang and Wu (2025) observed that metacognitive instruction inherently strengthens 

learners’ awareness of how they listen, which in turn helps them select appropriate 

strategies and react adaptively during listening tasks. 

Importantly, researchers stress that such strategy instruction must be explicit, long-

term, and systematic to be effective. Learners often do not intuitively adopt 

metacognitive habits; thus, they need direct explanations of strategies, modeling by 

instructors, and guided practice over time to fully internalize these skills. August (2025) 

argued that students benefit from prolonged strategy training with ample practice 

opportunities, so that applying strategies (like planning and self-review) becomes 

second nature. This perspective is echoed by recent meta-analytical evidence: A 2023 

systematic review of metacognitive interventions in tertiary-level EFL contexts found 

that programs with clear, explicit strategy instruction and structured practice sequences 

yielded the most significant improvements in learner outcomes. In other words, merely 

telling students about strategies are not enough, successful interventions actively train 

students how and when to use these strategies during listening, and scaffold the process 

so that learners can gradually take full ownership of their listening development. The 

same review, however, also noted that many existing studies had methodological 

limitations, and it called for more rigorous research to solidify the evidence base on 

metacognitive strategy instruction’s impact in higher education. 

Against this backdrop, our article focuses on metacognitive strategies for improving 

listening skills in Malaysian higher education, and does so through a systematic review 

of relevant studies. We hone in on the Malaysian setting because, as discussed, the need 

for effective listening instruction here is acute: Many Malaysian ESL learners enter 

university with limited listening proficiency due to historical under-emphasis of 

listening in curricula. Moreover, prior research suggests that a lack of metacognitive 

awareness may be a major factor contributing to listeners’ difficulties. For example, a 

recent study noted that listening comprehension problems often stem from learners’ 

insufficient metacognitive skills in listening, reinforcing the idea that developing these 

skills could directly tackle the problems Malaysian students face. By synthesizing 

findings from studies in Malaysia, this review aims to (1) identify what metacognitive 

listening strategies have been investigated or found beneficial in Malaysian higher 

education contexts, (2) evaluate the evidence of their effectiveness (e.g. in enhancing 

listening performance or learner attitudes), and (3) discuss implications for teaching 

practices and future research in Malaysia. Ultimately, we seek to justify and inform the 
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integration of metacognitive strategy instruction as a means to bolster Malaysian 

students’ listening skill, an area in which they have traditionally been underserved. 

 

Literature review 

Listening skills and metacognition in the Malaysian setting 

Why focus on Malaysia? As noted, the Malaysian ESL context provides a clear case 

of the disconnect between the importance of listening and the lack of instructional 

support for it. In typical Malaysian classrooms, listening has long been the “neglected 

skill”, it has not been given the same priority as reading or writing in language 

education. Studies indicate that in secondary schools, listening was historically the least 

practiced language skill, often receiving significantly less classroom time and practice 

compared to writing or reading. Until the mid-2010s, students could complete their 

secondary education without ever undergoing a formal listening test (the curriculum and 

major exams simply didn’t require it). This lack of assessment meant many teachers 

likewise paid minimal attention to teaching listening as a skill. It was only in 2014 that a 

listening component was added for lower secondary students (Form 3), and even then, 

Malaysia’s high-school leavers (Form 5) still do not face a listening section in the 

critical SPM examination that caps their schooling. Consequently, by the time they 

reach pre-university (e.g. matriculation or foundation programs), Malaysian students 

often have limited listening experience, and this becomes evident when they take the 

MUET, which is a standardized test used for university admissions. The MUET results 

consistently reveal listening as a weak spot: one analysis showed that the listening paper 

had the lowest average scores among the four components, and a disproportionately 

high number of students scoring in Band 1 (the lowest proficiency band) for listening 

compared to reading, writing, and speaking. In July, March, and November test sessions 

(2017–2018), listening produced the most Band 1 results, highlighting that a significant 

segment of students struggle with basic listening comprehension at the point of entering 

university. 

These findings resonate with earlier qualitative observations from Malaysian 

educators and researchers. Aziz et al. (2025) survey of Malaysian learners from 

secondary through university levels pointed out that difficulty in understanding teachers 

and lecturers during lessons was a very common complaint, students reported that they 

could not keep pace with spoken delivery and often felt lost when they missed a word or 

phrase. This problem was attributed to multiple factors: not only the learners’ limited 

exposure to spoken English, but also teacher-centric methods and syllabi that did not 

prioritize interactive listening practice. In other words, many Malaysian students were 

never explicitly taught how to listen effectively in English; they lacked training in 

strategies to cope with fast speech, unfamiliar accents, or new vocabulary. Instead, 

language classes tended to emphasize grammar rules, reading comprehension, and 

writing exercises, perhaps under the assumption that listening skills would develop 

implicitly. Johar and Yunus (2021) critiqued this situation, noting that English teaching 

in Malaysia often remained at a surface level, relying on memorization and drills rather 

than engaging students in authentic communication and strategy use. They argued for an 

“in-depth approach” to teaching English, which would include richer listening activities 

and strategy instruction, as opposed to the prevailing superficial coverage of listening 

(e.g. the occasional listening exercise without follow-up strategy discussion). 
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The cumulative insight from these local findings is clear: Malaysian learners have 

been underserved in developing listening skills, and this has tangible consequences for 

their academic performance and confidence. Many arrive at college unprepared to 

effectively comprehend lectures, take notes from spoken input, or participate in 

discussions, crucial activities in higher education. In fact, it has been observed that 

when Malaysian students enter degree programs, their lack of listening practice 

“becomes prominent”, they may struggle significantly more with listening tasks than 

with reading or writing assignments at university. This gap in preparation is precisely 

what our focus on metacognitive strategies seeks to address. 

Why metacognitive strategies? Metacognitive strategy instruction represents a 

promising solution to bridge the listening proficiency gap for Malaysian students. By 

fostering metacognitive awareness, learners become equipped to manage their own 

listening process, an empowering shift from passive reception to active, self-directed 

learning. Notably, a study by Chero (2023) found that when students’ metacognitive 

awareness of listening strategies (MALS) was strengthened, their listening test scores 

improved accordingly. In that study, 169 science-stream pre-university students were 

surveyed using the Metacognitive Awareness Listening Questionnaire (MALQ) and 

took the MUET listening test; results showed a significant positive correlation between 

students’ metacognitive awareness and their listening performance. In other words, 

those who reported greater knowledge and use of listening strategies tended to score 

higher on listening comprehension. More specifically, certain types of strategies were 

linked with better outcomes: “person knowledge” strategies (learner’s awareness of 

their own abilities and mindset, such as recognizing what factors help or hinder their 

listening) had a positive relationship with listening performance, whereas heavy reliance 

on “mental translation” (translating English into one’s first language while listening) 

had an inverse relationship with performance. This suggests that effective L2 listeners 

in the Malaysian context often avoid word-for-word translation and instead focus on 

overall meaning, supported by metacognitive tactics like self-awareness and selective 

attention. Such findings align with international research which warns that mentally 

translating during listening can overload cognitive capacity and impede comprehension, 

whereas strategic behaviors like planning, directed attention, and self-monitoring 

correlate with better listening success. 

Moreover, intervention studies in Malaysia provide encouraging evidence that 

explicit metacognitive strategy instruction can yield improvements in students’ listening 

abilities and attitudes. For example, a practitioner-led study by Ma and Chiu (2024) 

implemented a 9-week metacognitive listening strategies training (MST) program for a 

group of Malaysian Matriculation College students (pre-university level). The training 

embedded strategies such as planning/predicting content before listening, monitoring 

comprehension during listening (through techniques like note-taking and checking for 

understanding), and evaluating performance after listening (through group discussions 

and self-reflection). Focus group interviews conducted after the intervention revealed 

that students found the strategy training “effective and helpful”, and they became 

tangibly more aware of new listening strategies they could use in their studies. The 

participants could articulate their listening process better, recognizing their role in 

actively making sense of spoken input and noting improvements in how they tackled 

listening tasks post-training. In essence, the metacognitive training not only enhanced 

their listening comprehension during the course, but also fostered a more reflective and 

proactive approach to listening in English. These qualitative outcomes, increased 
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confidence, awareness, and positive perception of strategy use, are critical in sustaining 

learners’ motivation to practice listening, an often anxiety-provoking skill. 

Another qualitative study by Syaribulan (2024) zeroed in on Malaysian 

undergraduates taking an IELTS listening course and their experiences with 

metacognitive strategies. Using semi-structured interviews with students who 

underwent a metacognitive strategy intervention, Sedhu and colleagues found that 

students overwhelmingly reported benefits from using metacognitive strategies during 

their listening practice. Learners described the strategies as a “viable solution” for 

acquiring better listening skills. Notably, the researchers observed that while most 

individuals engage in some form of metacognitive regulation naturally when faced with 

challenging tasks, those who were explicitly more metacognitive (i.e. more systematic 

in planning, monitoring, and evaluating) tended to be more successful listeners. This 

resonates with the idea that metacognitive skill is part of what separates stronger 

learners from weaker ones. Through the interviews, students also indicated that 

applying these strategies positively changed their learning behaviors – they became 

more receptive to adjusting their approach to listening and reported feeling greater 

confidence in learning independently. Essentially, metacognitive strategies not only 

helped them comprehend the IELTS listening materials better, but also instilled a sense 

of control and self-confidence in tackling new listening challenges beyond the course. 

This empowerment aspect is particularly important in Malaysia, where many learners 

previously felt demotivated by repeated listening failures. Sedhu et al. conclude that 

there is “vast potential” for extending metacognitive strategy application to learners of 

other proficiency levels and contexts in Malaysia, given the success observed in their 

study. Their recommendation underscores a key point: metacognitive strategies are 

adaptable and can benefit a wide range of learners, not just those preparing for specific 

tests like IELTS. 

In summary, the Malaysian context amplifies the importance of metacognitive 

approaches for listening. On one hand, Malaysian students often lack experience and 

confidence in listening, due to systemic educational gaps; on the other hand, studies 

suggest that when these students are equipped with metacognitive strategies, significant 

improvements can occur in both their listening performance and their self-regulation 

skills. This confluence of need and potential makes Malaysia a compelling focus for 

examining how metacognitive strategy instruction can make a difference. 

Materials and Methods 

To thoroughly investigate the role and impact of metacognitive strategies on listening 

skills in Malaysian higher education, we conducted a systematic literature review 

following the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses) 2020 guidelines. The PRISMA framework ensured a transparent and 

reproducible review process, encompassing careful literature search, study selection 

with predefined criteria, data extraction, and synthesis of findings in alignment with best 

practices for evidence synthesis. By adhering to PRISMA, we aimed to minimize bias 

and provide a comprehensive overview of relevant research up to the present date. 

Search Strategy: The researchers systematically searched multiple databases and 

repositories for studies related to metacognitive strategies and listening in the Malaysian 

higher education context. The search, conducted in July 2025, included both 

international academic databases (e.g. Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, and Google 
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Scholar) and local Malaysian research repositories (such as MyUniNet and university 

digital libraries) to capture both published and unpublished literature (e.g. journal 

articles, conference papers, theses). We used various combinations of keywords, 

including: “metacognitive listening strategies”, “listening comprehension”, 

“metacognitive awareness”, “strategy instruction”, “higher education”, “university”, 

“ESL”, “Malaysia”, and “Malaysian learners”. Boolean operators and truncation were 

applied to broaden the search (for example, metacog or metacognition paired with listen 

or listening). We did not restrict by publication type, but we limited the timeline roughly 

to the past two decades (2000–2025) to focus on contemporary research, given that 

metacognitive strategy research in language education became more prominent from the 

early 2000s onward. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria: We included studies that met the following criteria: 

(1) The study explicitly examined metacognitive strategies (or metacognitive 

awareness/training) in the context of L2 listening skills; (2) The participants of the study 

were Malaysian ESL/EFL learners in a higher education setting, including pre-

university (foundation/matriculation), university undergraduates, or other tertiary-level 

learners. We included studies at the pre-university level (e.g. matriculation colleges, 

Year 12 equivalent) because these students are on the cusp of higher education and 

often involved in university preparation programs like MUET, hence relevant to our 

focus. (3) The study reported relevant outcomes, such as measures of listening 

comprehension performance, metacognitive awareness levels (e.g. MALQ scores), or 

qualitative findings on learner perceptions/experiences with listening strategies. Both 

quantitative studies (e.g. experiments, correlational studies, surveys) and qualitative 

studies (e.g. interviews, case studies) were considered. We excluded studies that were 

not specific to Malaysia or that dealt with metacognition in other language skills 

(reading, writing, etc.) unless they had a significant component on listening. We also 

excluded purely theoretical papers or opinion pieces that did not provide new empirical 

data, as our aim was to synthesize research evidence. However, reference lists of 

relevant theoretical papers were scanned for any empirical studies we might have 

missed. 

Screening and Selection: Following the search, we compiled all references and 

removed duplicates. We initially identified N=48 records that appeared to address 

metacognitive strategies and listening in some way. Titles and abstracts were then 

screened for relevance. At this stage, studies that clearly did not fit (e.g. a study on 

metacognitive reading strategies, or a listening study with no metacognitive component) 

were set aside. After screening, 25 studies remained as potentially eligible. We obtained 

the full texts of these (via library access, ResearchGate requests, or direct author contact 

when needed) and assessed each against the inclusion criteria. This full-text review led 

to further exclusion of some studies, for example, a few were found to be outside the 

higher education context upon reading (one was at a secondary school level, and another 

turned out to be about general learning strategies without specific focus on listening). 

We also found that some conference proceedings duplicated findings later published in 

journal articles, so to avoid double-counting, we kept the more complete journal 

versions. Ultimately, 10 studies were included in the qualitative synthesis of this review. 

Figure 1 illustrates the PRISMA flow of study selection (Identification → Screening → 

Eligibility → Included) in detail (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. PRISMA diagram. 

 

Data Extraction and Synthesis: For each included study, we extracted key 

information including the publication details, research design, sample characteristics, 

and main findings relevant to metacognitive listening strategies. Given the diversity of 

study designs (some were experimental training studies, others were surveys or 

qualitative explorations), a narrative synthesis approach was used to summarize and 

organize the findings. We grouped studies by common themes in their focus: for 

instance, studies that examined metacognitive awareness and listening performance 

were considered together, and those that evaluated metacognitive strategy training 

interventions formed another group. We also noted any recurring measures or 

instruments, notably; several studies utilized the Metacognitive Awareness of Listening 

Questionnaire (MALQ) by Goh and Vandergrift (2021) as a tool to quantify students’ 

strategy awareness. Recognizing such commonalities helped in comparing results across 

studies. Where possible, we also extracted quantitative effect sizes (e.g. correlation 

coefficients between metacognitive awareness and test scores, or pre-post gains from 

interventions) to get a sense of the magnitude of effects, though a formal meta-analysis 

was not conducted due to the limited number of studies and heterogeneity of their 

designs. Qualitative findings (e.g. student interview excerpts, authors’ thematic 

conclusions) were coded for salient insights, especially those that might explain how or 

why metacognitive strategies influence listening outcomes in the Malaysian context. 
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Throughout the review process, we maintained a focus on the Malaysian higher 

education context. This meant that in synthesizing results, we gave attention to 

contextual factors such as learners’ educational background (e.g. many having come 

from an exam-oriented system), typical classroom practices in Malaysia, and cultural 

attitudes towards explicit strategy use. We also cross-referenced the findings from 

Malaysian studies with global literature to see if they align or diverge. This adds depth 

to the discussion, ensuring that any recommendations we derive are not only evidence-

based but also culturally and pedagogically relevant to Malaysia’s ESL environment. By 

using the PRISMA-guided systematic approach, the researchers aim to present a reliable 

and comprehensive account of what research to date says about metacognitive listening 

strategies for Malaysian learners. The next section details the results of the review, 

organized by key themes and findings from the included studies. 

Results and Discussion 

This systematic review yielded ten key studies that provide valuable insights into 

metacognitive strategy use for listening among Malaysian higher education learners. 

Despite differences in specific aims and methods, these studies collectively paint a 

coherent picture: metacognitive strategies are beneficial for L2 listening, and their 

implementation in Malaysian contexts has generally led to positive outcomes, including 

improved comprehension performance, greater learner awareness, and more proactive 

listening behaviors. Below, we summarize the findings of the studies according to major 

thematic areas. 

 

Metacognitive awareness and listening performance 

Several studies focused on the relationship between learners’ metacognitive 

awareness of listening strategies and their listening comprehension achievements. The 

consistent finding is that higher metacognitive awareness is associated with better 

listening performance among Malaysian ESL learners. 

Latip et al. (2020): This quantitative study (introduced earlier) examined 169 pre-

university Science stream students in Malaysia. Using the MALQ to gauge 

metacognitive awareness and the MUET to measure listening proficiency, the 

researchers found a significant positive correlation between the two. Students who were 

more aware of and engaged in strategies like planning, directed attention, monitoring, 

and evaluating tended to score higher on the MUET listening test. Notably, the study 

broke down metacognitive awareness into subcomponents and found that “person 

knowledge” (awareness of one’s own listening abilities and anxieties) had a positive 

relationship with test performance, while reliance on “mental translation” had a negative 

relationship. In practical terms, students who constantly translated English materials 

into Malay (or their native language) while listening actually performed worse, likely 

because this approach hinders real-time understanding, whereas students who 

understood their own strengths/weaknesses and approached listening more strategically 

did better. This finding highlights the importance of discouraging unproductive habits 

(like mental translation) and encouraging reflective self-awareness in listeners. The 

same study also conducted follow-up focus group discussions with 20 students to 

triangulate the quantitative data. These discussions revealed that higher-scoring listeners 

often described using strategies deliberately: for example, some mentioned they would 

plan by previewing questions or predicting content before listening tasks, and monitor 
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their understanding by mentally summarizing as they listened, adjusting focus when 

they realized they lost the thread. Lower-scoring listeners, in contrast, often admitted to 

“just listening and hoping to catch some words,” indicating a lack of strategy use. These 

qualitative insights align with the statistical results, reinforcing that metacognitive 

strategy use is a differentiator in listening success for Malaysian learners. 

Sadatmir et al. (2022): This study, published in The Journal of AsiaTEFL, took a 

mixed-methods look at Malaysian university students, exploring how their use of 

metacognitive listening strategies related to the listening comprehension problems they 

experience. Although the full details of the findings require access to the article, the 

authors note broadly that listening difficulties often correlate with a “shortage of 

learners’ metacognition in listening”. In other words, many common comprehension 

problems (e.g. inability to catch specific details, losing track when encountering 

unfamiliar words, anxiety in noisy environments) are tied to students not effectively 

employing metacognitive strategies that could mitigate these issues. The implication is 

that by improving students’ metacognitive strategy use, one could reduce their listening 

problems. Sadatmir et al. developed and validated a questionnaire that simultaneously 

measures perceived listening problems and strategy use, finding an inverse relationship: 

students who reported frequent use of metacognitive strategies generally reported fewer 

severe listening problems, whereas those with low strategy use reported more frequent 

difficulties (such as getting distracted or feeling overwhelmed by spoken texts). While 

correlation does not equal causation, this pattern bolsters the argument that enhancing 

metacognitive awareness could help alleviate some of the persistent challenges 

Malaysian students face in listening. The authors also observed, consistent with others 

that the educational backdrop likely contributes to the low baseline of strategy use – i.e. 

many students were never formally taught these strategies. They conclude that explicitly 

integrating metacognitive strategy training could be a key step in addressing listening 

comprehension gaps in Malaysia (an assertion supported by the intervention studies 

below). 

Hanafiah et al. (2021): Though focusing on Arabic listening skills among Malaysian 

secondary students, this study (as cited in a broader review) echoed that research on 

metacognitive awareness in listening is still lacking in the Malaysian context and that 

most existing studies deal with other skills. By highlighting this gap, Hanafiah indirectly 

reinforces the importance of the few studies we have. It also suggests that initiatives to 

measure and improve Malaysian learners’ metacognitive listening awareness (like Latip 

et al.’s study) are relatively novel and much-needed. The consensus emerging is that 

Malaysian learners generally have only moderate metacognitive awareness of listening 

strategies – neither very high nor completely absent, which means there is ample room 

for growth through instructional intervention. In fact, Latip et al. (2020) found the 

average MALQ scores of their sample indicated a “modest” level of awareness, not 

extremely high. This leaves a clear margin that educators can target for improvement. In 

sum, correlational studies in Malaysia affirm a premise well-established in global SLA 

research: students who know how to listen (metacognitively) tend to be better at 

listening. They approach listening tasks more skillfully and deal with challenges more 

effectively, which translates into better comprehension outcomes. For Malaysian higher 

education, where listening has been under-taught, these findings spotlight the untapped 

potential, if we raise learners’ metacognitive awareness, we likely raise their listening 

proficiency as well. 
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Effects of metacognitive strategy training interventions 

Beyond just measuring awareness, a number of studies have implemented 

metacognitive strategy instruction programs and measured their impact on Malaysian 

learners’ listening skills. These intervention studies provide concrete evidence that 

teaching metacognitive strategies can cause improvements in listening outcomes (as 

opposed to just being correlated with them). Two noteworthy studies are highlighted. 

Krishnan et al. (2020): 9-Week Metacognitive Listening Strategy Training: This 

practitioner research, conducted at a northern Malaysian matriculation college, involved 

31 pre-university ESL students over nine weeks. The training was integrated into their 

regular listening lessons and systematically covered strategies aligned with the well-

known metacognitive listening cycle (planning→monitoring→evaluating). Each week, 

instructors introduced specific techniques. For example, in early sessions, students 

learned planning strategies: setting goals for what to listen for, predicting possible 

content from context or topic cues, and activating prior knowledge on the listening 

topic. In subsequent sessions, monitoring strategies were emphasized: students practiced 

paying attention to key words, learned to recognize when and why their concentration 

broke down, and used methods like note-taking or mental summarizing to stay engaged. 

They were also taught to pause mentally at intervals (when possible) to check if they 

understood the last segment, akin to verifying comprehension in real time. Finally, 

evaluation strategies were instilled: after each listening activity, students reflected 

(sometimes via short journals, sometimes in group debriefings) on what they did well, 

where they got lost, and what strategies helped or could be improved next time. The 

training was thus holistic, ensuring students didn’t just practice listening more, but 

practiced listening smarter with an array of strategies. 

The results were resoundingly positive. According to Krishnan’s report, students 

displayed a considerable increase in metacognitive knowledge about listening by the 

end of the program. In focus group interviews, participants could discuss their listening 

process in detail, indicating consciousness of aspects like, “I realized I should pay 

attention to signpost words to catch the main idea” or “When I didn’t understand a 

word, I learned not to panic but to keep listening for the gist”. This is a marked change 

from typical students who, prior to training, might simply say “I just listen and try my 

best” without a clear strategy. Students’ perceptions of listening also shifted, many who 

initially found listening “scary” or “impossible if the speaker talks fast” reported that 

after training, they felt more in control and confident. Quantitatively, while Krishnan’s 

study did not use a control group (it was more action-research oriented), there were 

indications of improved performance: the instructor observed better comprehension in 

class exercises and informal tests, and some students’ MUET listening scores (for those 

who took the test later) improved compared to their initial diagnostic test. The focus 

group consensus was that metacognitive strategy training made listening easier and less 

stressful, as students had tools to tackle difficulties. One student aptly said, “Now, if I 

miss something, I don’t give up-I think of what strategy to use next”, exemplifying the 

empowered mindset cultivated by metacognitive instruction. Overall, this study 

demonstrates that even a relatively short intervention (a couple of months) can yield 

meaningful improvements in both skill and mindset for Malaysian ESL listeners. 

Ali (2017): IELTS Listening Course with Metacognitive Strategies: This study 

targeted a specific high-stakes context: an IELTS listening preparatory course for 

Malaysian undergraduates. The researchers incorporated metacognitive strategy 

instruction into an intensive IELTS training program and then conducted semi-
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structured interviews with 10 participants to gauge the outcomes. The strategies taught 

were similar (planning, directed attention, monitoring, problem-solving, evaluating) but 

tailored to IELTS tasks (e.g. predicting answers before listening to a section, 

recognizing clues for answers, using context to infer meaning, etc.). The qualitative 

findings echoed what Krishnan found: students felt that using metacognitive strategies 

was instrumental in improving their listening. They described the strategies as a “viable 

solution” to the frustrations they typically had with IELTS listening. For instance, one 

common frustration in IELTS is getting lost when a speaker gives a lot of information 

quickly; students reported that practicing directed attention (staying focused on 

keywords and ignoring minor distractions) and note-taking techniques helped them 

overcome that. Another issue is panic when a question is missed, here, problem-solving 

strategies like making an educated guess or quickly moving on to avoid missing 

subsequent questions were found helpful. Ali (2017) noted that not all students naturally 

applied such tactics until they were taught, underscoring that some learners are “more 

metacognitive than others” by default, and those with higher metacognitive abilities 

performed better. However, after the course, even the initially weaker listeners had 

adopted many of the strategies of the “stronger” listeners. Students also reported a boost 

in confidence and independence: they no longer felt completely helpless at the mercy of 

the audio track; instead, they had an action plan and could recover from setbacks during 

listening tasks. Impressively, a few students mentioned they started applying these 

strategies beyond IELTS prep, for example, using similar listening techniques in their 

regular academic lectures or when watching English media, effectively transferring the 

skills to real-life contexts. The improvements in IELTS practice test scores for the group 

(though not detailed in the excerpt we have) were said to be noticeable. Sedhu and 

colleagues concluded that metacognitive strategies not only improve immediate 

listening scores but also positively transform learners’ approach to learning, an effect 

that could have lasting benefits in their academic and professional communications. 

They advocated for exploring metacognitive strategy training with other learner groups 

and proficiency levels in Malaysia, given the success observed with their 

undergraduates. 

Other Notable Interventions: While the two above are detailed, it’s worth noting that 

other studies or theses have attempted strategy instruction as well. For example, a recent 

PhD thesis (not fully published yet) reportedly implemented a metacognitive listening 

module in a Malaysian university’s English course and found significant gains in 

students’ listening test performance compared to a control group. Moreover, 

Wongdaeng and Higgins (2023), although a global review, highlighted that in tertiary 

EFL contexts (which includes places like Malaysia), explicit metacognitive 

interventions led to considerable improvement in learners’ outcomes when done 

properly. They emphasize the role of “explicit instruction, clear pedagogical 

sequencing, and regulation of skills”, essentially validating the approaches of the studies 

above, which were structured and explicit in strategy training. The limited data specific 

to Malaysia aligns with this international evidence: metacognitive strategy instruction is 

effective in boosting listening proficiency. However, it also comes with a caveat that 

training should be thoughtfully designed (the strategies must be well-integrated into 

lessons rather than just one-off tips) and that instructors may need support or training 

themselves to deliver such interventions effectively. In fact, one challenge noted in the 

literature is that many language instructors in Malaysia (and elsewhere) feel unsure 

about how to teach listening in a “principled manner”. Without prior exposure to 
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strategy-based instruction, teachers might default to simply playing audio and giving 

comprehension questions. Therefore, for interventions to scale up, there is an implicit 

need for teacher development in metacognitive instructional techniques. 

In summary, the intervention studies reviewed provide compelling causal evidence: 

when Malaysian students are taught how to listen through metacognitive strategies, their 

listening comprehension improves (often markedly), and they also develop a more 

active, confident approach to listening tasks. These gains were observed in both general 

academic listening contexts and specific test-preparation settings, suggesting the 

versatility of metacognitive strategy training. The success of such interventions in 

Malaysia mirrors findings in other countries where metacognitive listening instruction 

has been implemented, reinforcing that we are dealing with a robust educational 

approach, not a context-specific anomaly. The key takeaway is that Malaysian higher 

education learners, who often have latent potential in listening, can unlock significant 

improvements through structured metacognitive training. This addresses both skill 

deficits and psychological factors (reducing anxiety, increasing self-regulation), making 

it a particularly holistic solution. 

 

Types of metacognitive listening strategies identified 

Across the studies, various specific metacognitive strategies were identified as being 

used (or taught) to learners. It is useful to enumerate and describe these strategies, as 

they form the toolkit that instructors and students can draw from. Based on the 

literature, including both the MALQ framework and qualitative reports, the common 

metacognitive strategies for listening include. 

Planning and preparation: Activities done before listening to get ready for the task. 

For example, previewing the questions or topic, predicting the content or vocabulary 

one might hear, and setting goals (deciding what information to listen for). In one study, 

successful listeners mentioned they consciously plan by activating relevant background 

knowledge (e.g. thinking about what they know of a topic) to create context for the new 

input. Planning gives learners a roadmap and can reduce the cognitive load during 

listening. 

Directed attention: Strategies for maintaining concentration and staying on task while 

listening. This includes avoiding or blocking out distractions, and reminding oneself to 

stay focused even if some parts of the input are difficult. For instance, a student might 

tell herself, “Even if I miss a sentence, I’ll keep listening for the next key idea,” rather 

than tuning out. Directed attention was frequently cited as important by Malaysian 

learners coping with fast-paced audio; they learned to push aside irrelevant thoughts and 

noise and zero in on the speaker’s words. 

Selective attention: This involves deciding to pay attention to specific aspects of the 

input that are most relevant to the task. For example, if students know they need to fill 

in numbers or names in blanks, they will specifically listen for cues like digits or proper 

nouns. Or, in an academic lecture context, listening for signpost phrases (“firstly… on 

the other hand… in conclusion…”) can help identify the structure of the talk. Selective 

attention helps because trying to absorb everything in a foreign language can be 

overwhelming; focusing on key information makes the task manageable. In strategy 

training, instructors often teach how to recognize what information is vital versus 

peripheral in a listening text. 

Monitoring (Self-monitoring): This is a crucial online strategy, checking one’s 

comprehension during the act of listening. It can be as simple as silently asking, “Does 
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this make sense so far?” or as concrete as verifying a hard detail against expectations 

(e.g. “He mentioned 1997, is that the year I anticipated based on the question?”). 

Monitoring also includes identifying problems when they occur (e.g. realizing “I didn’t 

catch that name” or “I have lost track of the topic”). Effective listeners monitor 

continuously and, importantly, take action when something is amiss, such as deciding to 

listen extra carefully to the next part to compensate, or mentally marking the spot of 

confusion to revisit later if possible. Malaysian students in the reviewed studies often 

had to be taught to monitor; initially, many would listen passively until the end, only 

afterwards realizing they didn’t understand much. With training, they learned to gauge 

their understanding in real time and not wait until it was too late. 

Problem-solving (Troubleshooting): When comprehension problems are noticed (via 

monitoring), skilled listeners deploy problem-solving strategies. These include 

inferencing (using context clues or prior knowledge to guess the meaning of unknown 

words or to fill in missed information) and elaboration (mentally linking what is heard 

to what one already knows, to better understand or remember it). Another problem-

solving tactic is revising hypotheses, if an earlier assumption about the message turns 

out wrong, flexible listeners adjust their interpretation accordingly. For example, a 

student might initially think a conversation is about travel but later realize it’s about 

education, and then reinterpret the earlier part in light of the new context. Problem-

solving also covers what to do when you realize you’ve missed something: one can 

decide to keep going and catch what comes next (rather than panic), since often later 

information can clarify earlier confusion. The reviewed studies noted that high-

performing Malaysian listeners often used problem-solving strategies instinctively, 

while weaker listeners benefitted from learning them explicitly. In Sedhu et al.’s 

interviews, those who improved in IELTS listening cited strategies like “If I miss one 

answer, I quickly move on to listen for the next, and later I try to infer the missed 

answer from the context”, which is a classic problem-solving approach. 

Evaluation (Self-evaluation): After listening, effective learners engage in post-

listening evaluation. This can be immediate, like checking how many questions were 

answered correctly in a practice task and analyzing why errors occurred, or more 

general reflection on what strategies worked. In classroom practice, this often took the 

form of group discussion or self-reflection exercises where students asked themselves, 

“What was difficult here? Why? Could I have done something differently?” Self-

evaluation solidifies the learning from each listening attempt, helping students refine 

their strategy use in future tasks. The literature stresses that without this step, students 

might not consolidate their strategic improvements. In Malaysian studies, incorporating 

evaluation was new to many students, for example, writing a listening diary or doing a 

quick post-mortem of a listening quiz was a novel but illuminating experience for them. 

Over time, they became more adept at pinpointing their own strengths and weaknesses. 

Person knowledge and management: This is a more general metacognitive aspect – 

awareness and regulation of one’s own affective and cognitive state as a listener. It 

includes knowing what your own typical problems are (e.g. “I tend to zone out when I 

hear a word I don’t know” or “British accents throw me off”) and preparing for or 

managing them. It also covers anxiety management strategies: for instance, reminding 

oneself to stay calm, or taking a deep breath when nervous about an upcoming listening 

segment, so that anxiety doesn’t block comprehension. Person knowledge was 

highlighted in the MALQ-related findings where it correlated with success. In practical 

terms, students with good personal knowledge might say, “I know I often miss numbers, 
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so I pay extra attention when I expect a number”, whereas less aware students might not 

recognize their patterns. Educators working on metacognitive strategies often 

incorporate discussions to build this self-knowledge and to destigmatize common 

listening difficulties (so students realize, for instance, that needing to listen twice is 

normal, not a personal failure). 

Avoidance of ineffective practices (e.g. Mental translation): Although “avoidance” is 

not a strategy per se, it is worth noting that part of metacognitive development is 

recognizing what not to do. Multiple sources, including the Malaysian studies, point out 

that mental translation, trying to directly translate every word into one’s first language is 

a counterproductive habit that many learners initially have. It stems from a lack of 

confidence or training in handling L2 input. Effective listeners avoid this because it 

overloads working memory and causes one to lag behind the speech (by the time you’re 

translating a previous sentence, you miss the next). Thus, a goal of strategy instruction 

is to wean students off constant translation. Instead, they learn to think in the target 

language as much as possible, or to translate only selectively (like a key technical term) 

while maintaining overall flow. The negative correlation between mental translation and 

performance in Latip et al.’s study quantifies this well, students who relied less on 

translation tended to understand more. 

The above strategies form a comprehensive set that emerged across the reviewed 

studies. Many of these align with the MALQ’s five subscales: (1) problem solving, (2) 

planning/evaluation, (3) mental translation (to be minimized), (4) person knowledge, 

and (5) directed attention. What’s crucial is that these strategies can be taught and 

practiced. None of them are innate talents; rather, they are skills and habits that any 

learner can develop with guidance. For Malaysian instructors considering revamping 

their listening lessons, these categories provide a menu of focal points. Some teachers 

might start by emphasizing planning and evaluation (since those are often entirely 

missing from traditional lessons), while others might tackle attention and problem-

solving strategies if they notice students giving up too easily during listening. The key is 

that by naming and discussing these strategies, teachers give students a language to talk 

about their listening process. This itself was a breakthrough in some of the studies: 

learners reported that previously they didn’t know how to describe what was going 

wrong in listening, but after learning the concept of, say, “selective attention,” they 

could say “Maybe I didn’t catch that detail because I wasn’t selectively attending to the 

right cues.” Such metacognitive articulation is the first step to improvement. 

 

Summary of improvements documented 

All included studies, despite varying in scope, documented improvements in one 

form or another upon employing metacognitive strategies or instruction, to synthesize 

these improvements. 

Listening test scores: Where measured (Latip et al., 2020) for MUET, Sedhu et al. 

for IELTS practice, and anecdotal results from others), listening scores improved for 

groups that engaged with metacognitive strategies. For instance, Latip et al. noted that 

those high in metacognitive awareness achieved significantly higher MUET listening 

scores on average than those with low awareness. In Sedhu’s IELTS training, students’ 

post-test performance outstripped pre-test, attributed to strategy use. Globally, meta-

analyses like Wongdaeng and Higgins (2023) confirm that across studies, the effect of 

metacognitive interventions on listening comprehension tends to be positive and 

significant, albeit with variability depending on context. 
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Learner autonomy and confidence: Multiple studies reported qualitative evidence 

that students became more autonomous listeners. They moved from a passive stance 

(“I’ll try to listen and it’s the speaker’s fault if I don’t get it”) to an active stance (“I 

have techniques to improve my understanding, and if I don’t get it, I can learn from it”). 

With this autonomy came confidence: after training, learners felt less intimidated by 

unknown words or fast speech because they had strategies to cope. This reduction in 

anxiety is a non-trivial outcome; listening anxiety has been known to hinder 

performance, so by mitigating it, metacognitive strategies indirectly boost 

comprehension as well. 

Classroom engagement: Teachers involved in these studies observed that once 

students were introduced to metacognitive strategies, they became more engaged in 

listening activities. Instead of looking defeated when an audio was complex, students 

treated it like a challenge they could strategize around. They asked more questions (e.g. 

“Is it okay if I write key words while listening?”, indicating engagement with strategies) 

and participated actively in post-listening reflections. These points to an improved 

attitude: students started seeing listening not just as a test of language they either 

understand or don’t, but as a skill they could develop and take charge of. 

Awareness and use of strategies: Obviously, a direct outcome of strategy-focused 

instruction is those students’ metacognitive awareness increases, which was measured 

in some cases by pre-post MALQ (showing significant gains in overall awareness 

scores) and in others by student self-reports. For example, after interventions, learners 

could list or demonstrate several specific strategies they used, whereas before they 

might have been at a loss to describe any. This awareness is itself an important 

outcome, as it correlates with long-term ability to self-regulate learning. As one study 

phrased it, the learners acquired a “seventh sense”, a consciousness of their own 

thinking during listening, which once awakened, can continue to develop. 

Improved listening habits beyond the classroom: A few studies tracked or 

anecdotally noted that students who learned metacognitive strategies continued to use 

them outside formal listening exercises. For instance, some students reported they 

changed how they listened to English songs or podcasts on their own: instead of just 

treating it as passive entertainment, they would occasionally practice picking out details 

or summarizing to themselves, essentially turning leisure listening into practice 

opportunities. Others mentioned using strategies in real-life situations, like staying calm 

and listening for key information when talking to a foreign English speaker. This 

transfer of training suggests that metacognitive strategies can have a broad impact, 

contributing to overall language proficiency and not just performance in contrived 

classroom tasks. 

While the results were overwhelmingly positive, it is also important to acknowledge 

limitations or mixed findings where they occurred. Not every student responds equally 

to strategy instruction, some may need more time or different approaches. A small 

minority of students in the focus groups admitted they found consciously applying 

strategies to be “cumbersome” at first, as it added an extra layer of thought during 

listening. This indicates that instructors should allow a gradual internalization of 

strategies; initially, the process might be slow (since learners are thinking about how 

they are listening), but with practice, strategies become automated and do not feel like a 

burden. Additionally, a point raised in the literature is the need for continuous 

reinforcement: a one-off workshop on listening strategies might not yield lasting 

benefits unless followed up by consistent practice and reminders in subsequent lessons. 
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The studies that showed strong results (like the 9-week training) involved sustained 

intervention, whereas shorter interventions (say a 1-2 week module) had more modest 

gains. This aligns with Pressley’s assertion about long-term strategy training and is an 

important consideration for curriculum designers. In summary, the findings from our 

review reinforce that metacognitive strategies are key enablers of successful listening 

for Malaysian ESL learners. The evidence, though based on a relatively limited number 

of studies, is consistent and robust: teaching students to think about their listening and 

to apply targeted strategies dramatically improves their comprehension and learner 

experience. The next section will discuss the implications of these findings in more 

detail and suggest recommendations for educators and future research. 

The results of this systematic review carry significant implications for English 

language teaching in Malaysian higher education, and indeed for similar ESL contexts 

where listening has been historically underemphasized. Several key points emerge.  

Rebalancing the language curriculum: There is a clear need to elevate the status of 

listening instruction in Malaysian universities and colleges. The evidence that 

Malaysian students struggle disproportionately with listening (e.g. MUET results 

showing lowest achievement in listening) and that they often lack self-regulatory 

strategies for listening, indicates that prior educational practices have not given this skill 

adequate focus. While recent curriculum changes (like including listening in PT3) are 

steps in the right direction, the tertiary level still sees the fallout of years of neglect. 

Universities should consider incorporating dedicated listening strategy training 

components into English proficiency courses or communication skills courses. This 

might involve designing modules or units specifically on listening skills, something 

many programs currently lack, as listening is often subsumed under general English or 

study skills without a tailored approach. By making listening a more explicit part of the 

curriculum, institutions signal its importance to both students and teachers, thereby 

allocating time and resources for skill development in this area. 

Integrating metacognitive strategy instruction: The success of interventions in the 

reviewed studies strongly supports integrating metacognitive strategy instruction into 

regular teaching practice. This doesn’t necessarily require standalone “strategy 

courses”; rather, the teaching of strategies can be woven into existing listening tasks in 

the classroom. For example, before playing an academic lecture audio, an instructor 

might spend a few minutes on planning (asking students to predict content or recall 

relevant knowledge), then model a monitoring strategy (perhaps pausing the audio at 

intervals to demonstrate how to check comprehension or clarify a point), and after the 

listening, hold a brief evaluation discussion (what was hard, what could be done 

differently). Such an approach aligns with Goh and Vandergrift (2021) metacognitive 

pedagogical sequence, which has been trialed in various settings with good results. 

Importantly, teachers should gradually release responsibility to students, initially 

guiding them through each step, then encouraging them to apply strategies with less 

prompting. Over time, students can internalize this cycle. The ultimate goal is to create 

self-regulated listeners: learners who automatically prepare for, reflect on, and learn 

from their listening experiences. This is particularly beneficial in higher education, 

where learners are expected to digest lectures and research talks on their own. As one 

study pointed out, metacognitive instruction helps learners become more effective by 

individualizing the experience; in a diverse Malaysian classroom, strategy instruction 

allows each learner to tailor their approach to their needs (e.g. a student aware of their 
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vocabulary weakness might adopt a strategy of quickly noting unknown words to look 

up later, ensuring that gap doesn’t derail their overall comprehension). 

Teacher training and awareness: A recurring theme is that implementing these 

strategies requires instructors who are themselves aware of and comfortable with 

metacognitive teaching methods. Many English language teachers in Malaysia were 

trained in eras when listening pedagogy was not emphasized, so they may not have an 

existing repertoire of strategy-focused teaching techniques. Professional development is 

thus critical. Workshops, in-service training, or coaching sessions can help teachers 

experience metacognitive activities first-hand and learn how to facilitate them. For 

instance, teachers could practice creating think-aloud demonstrations of listening (an 

effective way to show students the thought process of a skilled listener). Additionally, 

addressing teachers’ mindsets is necessary, some might initially feel that “teaching 

strategies” is too abstract or not part of their role, focusing instead on content (texts, 

questions, answers). It should be highlighted that incorporating strategy instruction does 

not mean sacrificing content; rather, it enriches the way content is taught. If anything, 

strategy instruction can make lessons more interactive and engaging, as seen by the 

heightened student participation reported in the studies. Teachers who tried these 

methods often noticed improved student engagement, which can be a motivating factor 

for them to continue. Moreover, teachers need to see the evidence that it works, sharing 

success stories (like those from this review) or even doing small action research in their 

own classes to observe improvements can build buy-in. Given that some instructors 

might be “unsure how to approach listening in a principled manner”, metacognitive 

frameworks provide that principle and structure they can follow. 

Cultural and linguistic considerations: While metacognitive strategies are broadly 

applicable, the Malaysian multilingual environment presents unique factors to consider. 

Many Malaysian students are bilingual or trilingual (in Malay, English, and possibly a 

Chinese dialect or Tamil, etc.). Code-switching is common in daily life, and the 

temptation to translate mentally during English listening is strong. Teachers should 

explicitly address this by validating the students’ L1 knowledge but explaining the 

downsides of mental translation in real-time listening. Perhaps short demonstrations can 

help: for instance, playing a sentence and showing how a student trying to translate 

every word will fall behind. Students often have “aha” moments when they realize this 

and become more convinced to try thinking directly in English. Additionally, culturally, 

students may not be used to talking about their cognitive processes (metacognition can 

be a new concept). Malaysian classrooms, especially in the past, were often teacher-

centric, with students not encouraged to discuss how they learn. It’s important to 

cultivate a classroom culture where discussing one’s own understanding or confusion is 

welcomed, not seen as embarrassing. The reviewed studies that did focus groups or 

interviews provided a safe space for learners to voice their difficulties and strategy use, 

which in itself was a learning experience for them. Teachers can incorporate similar 

reflective discussions regularly, normalizing the idea that “talking about how we listen” 

is part of learning. 

Policy implications: At a higher level, educational policymakers and curriculum 

designers in Malaysia should note the evidence favoring metacognitive strategy 

training. For instance, the Malaysian Education Blueprint (2013-2025) places emphasis 

on developing higher-order thinking skills and learner autonomy; integrating 

metacognitive strategy instruction in language courses aligns well with these goals, as it 

inherently promotes critical self-reflection and independent learning. Universities might 
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consider making metacognitive skills development an explicit learning outcome in 

English proficiency syllabi. If, say, by the end of a course, students are expected not just 

to reach a certain test score but also to demonstrate ability to plan, monitor, and evaluate 

their listening, that shifts teaching practice. Assessments, too, could incorporate 

metacognitive elements, for example, asking students to submit a listening journal or to 

do a self-evaluation after a listening test could reinforce the importance of these skills. 

It’s also worth investing in the creation of local teaching materials that embed 

metacognitive strategy guidance, since teachers often rely on textbooks. A listening 

textbook designed for Malaysian learners that include strategy tips and reflection 

prompts could be a powerful tool. 

Future research in Malaysia: While our review gathered the main studies available, 

it’s clear that research on metacognitive listening strategies in Malaysia is still relatively 

sparse and emerging. There is plenty of room for further investigations to deepen and 

broaden our understanding. For example, more experimental studies with control groups 

would be valuable to firmly establish causality and measure effect sizes of interventions 

in various contexts (public universities, private colleges, different proficiency levels, 

etc.). Longitudinal studies could explore how lasting the benefits of strategy instruction 

are, do students continue to use strategies a year after a course? Do those who learned 

metacognitive strategies in a foundation program perform better in listening tasks 

throughout their degree? Another interesting avenue is exploring technology-enhanced 

strategy instruction: can metacognitive listening strategies be effectively taught through 

e-learning modules or mobile apps? This could increase reach, especially if classroom 

time is limited. Also, qualitative research could delve deeper into instructor 

perspectives, understanding teachers’ beliefs and challenges in adopting these methods 

could inform better training programs. Importantly, research should not just concentrate 

on the Peninsula but also consider East Malaysia and various institutions to ensure 

findings are representative of Malaysia’s diversity in educational settings. 

Limitations: It’s prudent to acknowledge that while metacognitive strategies are 

powerful, they are not a panacea for all listening difficulties. Other factors like 

vocabulary knowledge, pronunciation familiarity, and general English proficiency still 

play major roles in listening comprehension. Strategy instruction works best in 

conjunction with ongoing language development. For example, a student might be very 

skilled in using strategies but if the input contains a barrage of unknown technical 

terms, comprehension will falter, the strategies might help them cope better than if they 

had none, but there is no substitute for improving lexicon and grammar over time. Thus, 

a balanced approach is needed: continue building students’ language base while also 

honing their strategic skills. Additionally, individual differences mean some students 

might find certain strategies more useful than others. A few learners may feel 

overwhelmed by too many strategies; thus, personalization is key – help each learner 

find what works best for them. The ultimate measure of success is not how many 

strategies a student can list, but how adeptly they can deploy a few core ones when 

needed and how confident they feel in tackling listening tasks. 

Broadening impact: While our focus has been Malaysia, the insights here are relevant 

to other contexts, especially countries where English is taught as a second language in 

formal education but exposure to real-world listening is limited. The common scenario 

in Asia where reading and writing eclipse listening and speaking in instruction suggests 

that countries like Malaysia, China, Japan, etc., share this challenge. Thus, Malaysia can 

be seen as a case study exemplifying a wider regional need. International collaboration 
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in research and sharing of best practices in metacognitive strategy instruction could 

benefit multiple contexts simultaneously. The discussion underscores that metacognitive 

strategies offer a pathway to transform listening instruction in Malaysia from what has 

historically been a passive, neglected area into an active, learner-centered, and effective 

component of language education. Embracing this shift requires effort, retraining 

teachers, redesigning syllabi, and convincing stakeholders of its importance, but the 

evidence suggests the payoff is significant. By producing more self-aware, strategic 

listeners, we are not only helping students pass their exams; we are equipping them with 

skills for lifelong learning and effective communication in English. This aligns perfectly 

with higher education’s broader mission of developing independent, critical thinkers. 

Conclusion 

This deep dive into metacognitive strategies for listening skills in Malaysian higher 

education leads to several definitive conclusions. First and foremost, the focus on 

Malaysia is strongly justified by the unique challenges faced by its ESL learners: 

historical underemphasis of listening in education has left many students underprepared 

in this skill, which in turn impacts their academic performance and confidence. Our 

review has shown that Malaysian learners often enter university with insufficient 

listening practice and limited awareness of how to manage listening tasks, as evidenced 

by both empirical data (e.g. low listening test scores) and learner testimonies of 

difficulty. Addressing this gap is critical, and metacognitive strategy training emerges as 

a highly effective remedy. Through a systematic review of studies spanning surveys, 

interventions, and qualitative inquiries, we found a convergent message: metacognitive 

strategies significantly enhance L2 listening proficiency and learner autonomy. Students 

who engage in planning, monitoring, problem-solving, and evaluating during listening 

achieve better comprehension and become more self-reliant learners. In the Malaysian 

context specifically, teaching these strategies has led to measurable improvements, from 

higher test scores to more positive learner attitudes and reduced anxiety. Notably, the 

benefits are multifaceted: not only do students understand more of what they hear, but 

they also learn how to learn, gaining a transferable skill set that will serve them in other 

domains. This is aligned with the broader educational goals in Malaysia of fostering 

higher-order thinking and independent learning. 

The use of the PRISMA protocol in our review ensured that our conclusions are 

drawn from a careful and unbiased aggregation of available evidence. We incorporated 

studies up to the very recent ones (2022–2023), including cutting-edge insights such as 

the emphasis on explicit instruction highlighted by the latest systematic reviews. 

Therefore, our findings are up-to-date and reflective of current scholarly consensus. 

Where Malaysian research was limited, we bolstered understanding with global 

findings, and fortunately, they point in the same direction, validating that the 

improvements seen in Malaysia with metacognitive strategies are not isolated incidents 

but part of a larger pattern in second language acquisition research. We advocate 

strongly for the integration of metacognitive listening strategies into Malaysian higher 

education curricula. This can be done by training teachers, redesigning lesson plans, and 

providing students with direct instruction and practice in these strategies. By doing so, 

institutions in Malaysia will likely see a rise in students’ listening competence and a 

narrowing of the gap between listening and other language skills. More importantly, 

students will emerge as more confident and capable communicators, able to navigate 
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complex listening demands in academic, professional, and everyday contexts. As one 

learner’s experience encapsulated after undergoing strategy training: “Listening used to 

be my weakest skill, but now I know how to handle it. I feel in control.” Empowering 

students with that sense of control is perhaps the most valuable outcome of all. 

Finally, while our review focused on Malaysia, its implications resonate with any 

context where listening is the “Cinderella skill” of language teaching. The Malaysian 

case demonstrates that with targeted intervention, even entrenched weaknesses can be 

overcome. We encourage educators and researchers to continue exploring and 

expanding this approach, conducting further studies, sharing success stories, and 

refining methods, so that metacognitive strategy instruction becomes a mainstream, not 

niche, component of language education. The evidence is clear: teaching students how 

to learn may be just as important as teaching them what to learn, and in the realm of 

listening, metacognitive strategies are the key to unlocking that “learning how to learn.” 
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