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Abstract

The significant role listening plays in second language acquisition is now well-established.
However, despite changes in the perception of second language (L2) listening, it remains an
under-researched skill. Listening is the most challenging of the four language skills in terms
of both learning and teaching. This calls for more research to tackle issues with the teaching
and learning of L2 listening. Expertise is thought to be the end result of engaging in extensive
amounts of deliberate practice. However, metacognitive instruction and deliberate practice
done separately are rarely enough to achieve L2 listening expertise. Thus, this article
proposes a new approach to L2 listening, in which metacognitive instruction is an essential
element, but not an end in itself. This new approach to L2 listening integrates both
metacognitive instruction and deliberate practice to gain benefits and overcome the
shortcomings in the two approaches. Therefore, the combining of metacognitive instruction
with deliberate practice challenges the current approach to teaching L2 listening.
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1. Introduction

The commonly held views and the approach to L2 Listening are changing (Vandergrift, 2004).
Once labelled the ‘Cinderella of language skills’ (Nunan, 2002), the primacy of listening in
L2 learning is now well-established (Field, 2002, Vandergrift, 2007). The status of listening
comprehension in language learning and teaching was “one of neglect” up to the end of the
1960s (Lynch, 2006). This consequently had a negative effect on the way listening was
viewed and the role it played in language learning. The common assumption was that both
language learners and teachers “know how” to listen in their native language and, hence, L2
listening will “develop on its own” (Feyten, 1991, p. 175).

It was only during the time of communicative language teaching (CLT) that listening finally
gained its “rightful place” in the language classroom (Vandergrift and Goh, 2009). It was then
that applied linguists started to realize the significant role listening plays in facilitating access
to the L2, and that it was listening, rather than any of the other language skills, which served
as the trigger for language acquisition (Rost, 2001). Previously viewed as a passive skKill,
listening is now seen as an active and highly integrative skill; a skill through which the rules
of a language are internalized and other language skills emerge (Vandergrift, 1997).

Although developing L2 listening is crucial, a listening lesson seldom teaches language
learners how to listen effectively (Vandergrift, 2007). The comprehension approach, being the
norm in most L2 classrooms across the globe, tends to test rather than actually teach listening.
Focusing on the product rather than the process of L2 listening is in fact a form of testing
rather than actually teaching learners how to go about a listening text (Mendelsohn, 2006).
However, the interest of listening instruction has recently been directed towards raising the
learners’ awareness of the process of listening (Vandergrift, 2004). Field (2008a) states that a
significant amount of evidence from brain imaging indicating that a vast number of
interrelated processes support listening already exists, and that the areas responsible for these
processes are widely distributed throughout the brain. This means that a sub-skills approach
to teaching listening is not a very effective one. This would also be an argument for deliberate
practice where the focus is on practicing the skill in general, rather than dividing it up into
component skills. The term deliberate practice has been in fact mentioned in the area of
second language acquisition (Ortega, 2009), yet few if any attempts have been made to take
this a step further by applying it to the language classroom. Therefore, this article sheds some
light on the elements which are necessary for effective L2 listening practice in the classroom.
The article attempts to review current approaches to teaching L2 listening and add to the
existing body of knowledge by proposing the deliberate practice approach to L2 listening.

2. L2 Listening: Theoretical Background

While listening, learners process incoming speech under severe time pressures, hence
processing that requires less attentional resources becomes an advantage (Vandergrift & Goh,
2009). This is known as automatic processing. Being able to process information
automatically is a desired goal in language learning, since automaticity is believed to reduce
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the cognitive load placed on learners. The skill acquisition theory, which relates to the
development of expertise in any skill, best explains how automaticity is achieved. In fact,
Bereiter and Scardamalia (1993) believe that Anderson’s skill acquisition theory “links up
nicely to ideas about expertise” (p. 89).

Anderson (2010), having examined the nature of expertise in a variety of fields, believes that
it has influenced the understanding of the mechanisms underlying skill acquisition. Both
brain imaging and behavioral studies confirm that the way a skill is carried out can change
with practice (Anderson, 2010). The skill acquisition theory is one specific type of
information processing theory which explains “L2 learning as the process of gradual
transformation of performance from controlled to automatic” (Ortega, 2009, p. 106).
According to DeKeyser (2007b), this theory explains the way people progress, from novice
levels to proficiency, in a variety of skills including cognitive and psychometric ones.

Anderson (2010) argues that the development of any skill consists of three stages: cognitive,
associative and autonomous. The first stage, i.e., the cognitive stage, is when learners
“commit to memory a set of facts relevant to the skill,” and they typically rehearse the facts
when they perform the skill for the first time (p. 2). The use of knowledge at this stage is very
slow due to it still being in declarative form. The second stage is the associative stage in
which errors in the initial understanding are first gradually noticed and dealt with. Then, the
connections that link the different elements needed to successfully perform the task become
stronger, thus paving the way for a successful performance of the skill. The final stage is the
autonomous stage in which, according to Anderson, procedures become gradually more rapid
and automated.

One characteristic most commonly associated with automaticity is fast processing. Consistent
practice and massive amounts of repetition are required to promote automaticity (Segalowitz,
2003). Fast processing is particularly desirable in the case of L2 listening due to listening
being online and ephemeral in nature. For L2 listeners to be able to process the input faster,
declarative knowledge of the target language, especially phonological knowledge, must be
automatized (Goh, 2005). Research indicates that the comprehension of L2 learners suffers
“as a result of the inability to automatize word recognition skills” (Goh, 2005, p. 66).
Although automaticity frees mental resources to a great extent, it is achieved at the cost of
loss of conscious access. As a result, a learner can no longer introduce changes easily to a
well-practiced procedure (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993). The deliberate practice approach
demonstrates how the negative impact of automaticity might be dealt with.

2.1 L2 Listening Expertise

The concept of ‘expertise’ has been around since the beginning of civilization, but its nature
and development was not studied and looked into until recent times (Bereiter & Scardamalia,
1993). In fact, an extensive amount of research has been conducted over the last four decades
with the purpose of examining the nature of expertise in a variety of fields, including chess,
music, computer programming and mathematics (Anderson, 2010). The term ‘expertise’ is
defined by Ericsson (2006a) as “the characteristics, skills, and knowledge that distinguish
experts from novices and less experienced people” (p. 3).
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In the sphere of language learning, it is essential to achieve high levels of listening due to the
fact that this particular skill is key to acquiring other language skills. In fact, any “significant
development in an L2 requires a great quantity of listening” (Rost, 2006, p. 49). Further,
listening competence has a critical impact on language learners’ motivation (Field, 2008a).
L2 listening expertise, a term coined by Goh (2005), is developed in part by the growth of
systemic knowledge of the L2, including phonology, syntax, semantics, as well as pragmatic
and discourse knowledge. This declarative knowledge needs to be proceduralized or
automatized for effective language use to happen. Yet, declarative knowledge on its own is
not enough to arrive at L2 listening expertise (Goh, 2005). She adds that besides linguistic
knowledge, the development of L2 listening expertise requires metacognitive knowledge,
strategies, and control. Control, according to Goh, includes both knowledge and strategies
that enable the L2 listener to process the listening input more effectively. Expertise includes
“not just what is known, but knowing when and how to use what is known” (Goh, 2005, p.
14), the latter being achieved through experience and training.

Anderson (2010) states that research involving brain imaging demonstrates that more
efficient mental execution is reached through more practice. Extensive practice, Anderson
believes, can facilitate the development of “the high levels of expertise in novel domains that
have supported the evolution of human civilization” (p.281). The study of a foreign/second
language is no exception. However, Ericsson (2006b) explains that an extensive amount of
experience in one domain does not inevitably lead to an expert level of attainment.

Practice in the field of L2 learning actually entails “remains remarkably unexamined from a
theoretical point of view,” and has seldom been addressed directly in the post-audio-lingual
time (DeKeyser, 2007a, p. 1). Nonetheless, in the sphere of SLA, DeKeyser (2007a) defines
the term practice as “specific activities in the second language, engaged in systematically,
deliberately, with the goal of developing knowledge of and skills in the second language” (p.
8).The focus of practice in the audio-lingual era was on structures, rather than the actual
behavior of language learners. Drills at that time were practiced in a mechanical behavior
repeatedly and deliberately with the aim of producing certain aspects of the second language.
However, in order for automatization to develop, which would lead to a change in behavior,
language learners should be required to practice the actual behavior, and not
de-contextualized structures. The definition DeKeyser provides for practice seems to be quite
similar to the way Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-Romer (1993) define the term deliberate
practice, which according to them is “activities that have been specially designed to improve
the current level of performance” (p. 367). Yet, neither DeKeyser nor Goh mention the term
deliberate practice in their works on practice in SLA and L2 listening expertise, respectively.

The term ‘L2 listening expertise’ itself, although coined by Goh in 2005, seems not to have
been taken further and, to my knowledge, no studies to date have been conducted to
investigate the concept. Thus, this article is an attempt to revive the concept of ‘L2 listening
expertise’ and moreover add an essential element, i.e., deliberate practice, that has not been
mentioned by Goh. Hence, | argue that in order to achieve expertise in L2 listening,
deliberate practice along with metacognition are two crucial components. Before discussing
the concepts of metacognition and deliberate practice, I will first shed light on the
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comprehension approach, due to its prevalence in most L2 listening classes around the world.
2.2 The Comprehension Approach

During the era of communicative language teaching (henceforth CLT), the perception of
listening changed from something that can be easily “picked up”, to a complex
communicative skill that has to be taught similar to other language skills (Vandergrift & Goh,
2012). CLT brought with it an emphasis on practicing core listening skills, such as listening
for gist, listening for details, selective listening and inferencing (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012).
Another key development during the CLT era was the introduction of a pre-listening phase
aimed at activating learners’ schema knowledge (Goh, 2008). All of these elements form what
is known today as the comprehension approach, which is the norm in most listening classes
around the globe (Field, 2008b).

Despite the fact that learners are given more listening activities in classrooms today, they are
still left on their own to find ways to develop their listening abilities, with minimal direct
support from teachers (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). Many of the practices of the
comprehension approach will remain in the listening classroom, yet one must be aware of its
limitations. One of these limitations is the fact that it is teacher-centered, with the teacher
setting the questions, passing judgement on the answers, and deciding which parts of the
recording to replay (Field, 2008a). Such shortcomings indicate that the comprehension
approach is not in line with CLT. Further, with its emphasis on “methods associated with
testing rather than teaching, the comprehension approach tends to isolate learners” (Field,
2008a, p. 31). Listening is the most internalized of the four language skills, hence, is by its
nature isolating. Yet, with a focus on the right answer, rather than on discussing what has
been heard, listening teachers are increasing this isolating effect (Field, 2008a). This being
the case, the atmosphere in a listening class resembles that of an exam rather than that of “a
forum for communicative practice of the second language” (Field, 2008a). Further, the
comprehension approach does not provide the learners with strategies to deal with listening
outside the classroom. This could explain why some listeners achieve pretty high levels of
success in classroom listening but would be unable to achieve the same success in listening
events outside the classroom (Field, 2008a).

The basic assumption behind the comprehension approach is that simple exposure to the
language would enable learners to advance, so it makes “no real provision for development”
(Field, 2008a, p. 99). The major problem with this approach to listening is the focus it places
on the product of listening, while neglecting the actual process (Field, 2008a). Thus, this
approach does not serve the purpose of teaching L2 listening sufficiently. “With a focus on
the product of listening, every activity becomes a test of the learners’ listening ability” (Goh,
2008, p.191). This consequently leads to further anxiety on behalf of the L2 learners
(Vandergrift & Goh, 2009). For a listening class to be effective, it must recognize listening as
“an active, strategic and constructive process” (Vandergrift & Goh, 2009, p.402). Yet an
emphasis on trying to understand the message leaves no room for the learners to step back
and learn how the listening input is actually dealt with (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). Neither do
listeners in the comprehension approach receive any guidance on how they can self-regulate
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and evaluate their efforts to improve their listening level (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). Goh
(2005) says that “to help learners develop expertise in listening, some of these practices will
have to change” (p. 77). She agrees that the three- stage lesson of pre-while- and
post-listening is still helpful, but the emphasis in a listening lesson must expand to include
knowledge about listening processes. This lack of focus on the actual process of listening in
the comprehension approach is actually what has given rise to the metacognitive approach.

2.3 The Metacognitive Approach

Recent discussions on teaching listening comprehension have shifted the focus to the roles of
strategy training and metacognitive knowledge in developing listening (Goh, 2008). Yet,
evidence for the effectiveness of listening strategy training remains quite mixed (Lynch,
2002). The metacognitive approach is more comprehensive than strategy training as it tackles
not only strategies, but it goes further to “the development of learners’ metacognitive
knowledge of themselves as L2 listeners and the mental and social processes of listening”
(Goh & Hu, 2014, p. 256). Research indicates that it is the use of metacognitive knowledge
that enables proficient listeners to control comprehension processes (Vandergrift & Goh,
2012). In fact, having a rich repertoire of metacognitive knowledge is characteristic of
students with good listening abilities (Goh, 2005). In the area of listening development,
interventions that were more successful focused largely on the development of metacognitive
strategy (Macaro et al., 2007). Empirical evidence in the field also suggests the positive
impact the metacognitive approach has on listening development (Goh & Hu, 2014).

At the heart of the metacognitive approach lies the concept of metacognition, which
originated as a theoretical construct from the work of Flavell (1979). Simply defined,
metacognition is “cognition about cognition” (Flavell, 2000, p. 16). Metacognitive
knowledge, in particular, consists mainly of “knowledge or beliefs about what factors or
variables act and interact in what ways to affect the course and outcome of cognitive
enterprises” (Flavell, 1979, p.907). Flavell identified three major categories of metacognitive
knowledge, which are person, task and strategy knowledge. In the light of L2 listening, Goh
(2008) defines person knowledge as “the way individuals learn to listen and the factors that
influence one’s own listening,” task knowledge as “the nature and demands of listening tasks,”
while strategy knowledge refers to “effective ways to learn or accomplish a listening task”
(p.197).

A general consensus among researchers in the field is that metacognition enhances both
thinking and comprehension (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). Metacognition can partly
compensate for some of the limitations in students’ learning, yet the role it plays in L2
listening has only been looked into recently (Goh & Hu, 2014). Metacognition is in fact
critical to the learning process, as it impacts the way learners plan, manage and direct their
own learning (Goh & Hu, 2014). One significant virtue of metacognition is that it leads
learners to being “active participants in their own performance rather than passive recipients
of instruction and imposed experience” (Paris & Winograd, 1990, p. 18). By promoting
learners’ awareness of their own thinking, teachers help in shifting the responsibility of
monitoring learning to the learners themselves, which consequently leads to “positive
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self-perceptions, affect and motivation among students” (Paris & Winograd, 1990, p. 15).
Metacognition has an impact on the way learners approach tasks and on their beliefs in their
own abilities. Hence, increasing students’ metacognition about learning has a motivational as
well as a cognitive consequence. The latter is manifested by enabling learners to tackle
problems strategically, while the former is seen by students feeling “empowered to be
successful” (Paris & Winograd, 1990, p.43). The comprehension approach, as mentioned
previously, leads to further anxiety on behalf of the learner due to its focus on the right
answer. The metacognitive approach, however, tackles this issue, as it has shown to decrease
language anxiety and increase confidence when approaching a listening task (Goh & Taib,
2006). The following part will demonstrate how metacognitive instruction can be carried out
in the L2 listening classroom, i.e. how to raise awareness to metacognitive knowledge in L2
listening classes.

2.4 Participant (Subject) Characteristics
2.4.1 Metacognitive Instruction

Metacognitive instruction is defined by Vandergrift and Goh (2012) as “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” (p.97). In other words, metacognitive instruction refers
to “teaching that explicitly elicits and develops learners’ knowledge about the listening
process” (Goh & Taib, 2006, p. 222). Learners’ awareness about listening cannot be observed
directly, yet we can still have access to this type of knowledge through asking learners to tell
us about it (Goh, 1997).

A variety of methods have been used to implement some form of metacognitive instruction in
L2 listening lessons, including the use of checklists, guided listening diaries, group
discussions and the use of questionnaires, such as the metacognitive awareness listening
questionnaire (MALQ). All of these methods are considered indirect ways of developing L2
listening. They allow learners to “step back from real-time listening, examine their listening
processes and develop their own thinking about what it takes to be an effective listener”
(Vandergrift & Goh, 2009, p. 402). Also, a pedagogical cycle suggested by Vandergrift, and
applied in many studies on L2 listening instruction, improves both top-down and bottom-up
dimensions of listening, as well as raising the learners’ metacognitive awareness of processes
which underlie successful L2 listening (Vandergrift & Goh, 2009).

Goh (2008) proposed a metacognitive instruction framework which consists mainly of
metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive strategies. Metacognitive strategies, when
compared to cognitive ones, Goh (2005) says, “are less frequently used even by L1 listeners
and should be developed to improve control” (p. 78). Goh (2008) explains that although
research into metacognitive instruction in listening lessons is “still relatively new,” the results
of this research indicate that L2 learners show some level of metacognitive knowledge about
the listening process, and about themselves as L2 listeners (p. 195). Metacognitive instruction
influences students’ listening performance by altering “the manner in which the learners
approach the task of listening and learning to listen” (Goh, 2008, p.196). Given that listening
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is a hidden process that takes place in the listeners’ heads, metacognitive activities allow
learners to uncover these processes.

According to Goh (2005), having the appropriate task knowledge about listening enables
learners to plan, monitor and evaluate their listening rather than approaching listening
randomly. Strategy knowledge further enables the listeners to use the appropriate strategies to
comprehend texts and to generally improve their listening abilities. Person knowledge helps
learners attend to problems in general, particularly those they may experience on an
individual basis. A brief review of previous studies in the field of L2 listening led Goh (2005)
to conclude that metacognitive instruction helps learners become less anxious and more
motivated. It also has a positive influence on the learners’ listening ability. In fact, a number
of studies in the field indicated a causal relationship between metacognitive instruction and
statistically significant improvement in listening ability (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012). These
findings are particularly true for weak listeners, who have been found to benefit more from
metacognitive instruction.

Metacognitive knowledge, Goh (2005) says, is one type of knowledge that is necessary to
achieve listening expertise. However, one limitation of the metacognitive approach is that it
tends to focus rather exclusively on the use of strategies and does not go further to help
learners with other forms of learning to listen, either inside or outside the classroom (Goh,
2008). Another limitation that emerges from the results of studies reviewed in the area of
metacognitive instruction is that it is less-skilled listeners who benefit more from
metacognitive instruction. Hence, as Cross (2011) concluded, this form of instruction may not
be equally helpful to all learners in a language classroom. This supports my argument that to
achieve L2 listening expertise, metacognitive instruction alone is not sufficient. As mentioned
previously, and as the definition of expertise illustrates, deliberate practice is what seems to
distinguish experts from novice peers. The element of extended practice, in general, let alone
deliberate practice, is mainly missing from Goh’s definition of L2 listening expertise. In fact,
Goh and Hu (2014) state that “there are even calls to abandon a strategy approach in
preference for more listening practice” (p. 269). This is the very issue the deliberate practice
approach addresses.

2.5 The Deliberate Practice Approach

Expertise used to be explained previously as “an orderly progression from novice to
intermediate and to expert” (Ericsson, 2006b, p. 688). Yet, the most appropriate method to
find out how and why people excel in a certain field is through studying individuals who have
gained very high levels in their fields (Ericsson, 2002). While studying a number of masters
in different areas of expertise, Ericsson (2002) happened to find that such masters stressed the
roles played by motivation, concentration and willingness to exert the required effort in order
to improve their performance. This led Ericsson and his fellow researchers to define a theory
which determines the elements required for practice to be effective and thus would lead to
expertise in a field. In the light of this theory, deliberate practice is considered to be the key
requirement for the achievement of expert performance (Eysenck & Keane, 2010). Results of
research carried out in this area emphasize the importance of deliberate practice as opposed to
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non-deliberate practice for the attainment of high levels of expertise (Eysenck & Keane,
2010). A lot of research conducted in the fields of music, sports and chess uncovered a rather
“consistent relation between performance level and the quality and amount of deliberate
practice” (Ericsson, 2002, p. 28). Thus, the significance of being engaged in specific,
domain-related activities to achieve expertise is now well-established (Ericsson, 2002).

Ericsson et al. (1993) have put together a theoretical framework that explains expert
performance as the ultimate result of engaging in extensive amounts of deliberate practice.
The purpose of deliberate practice, in general, is to aid in improving a number of aspects of
performance effectively, on the road to achieving expert performance. In an attempt to gain
further insight into expert performance, Ericsson et al. (1993) asked a number of musicians to
keep regular diaries about their current forms of practice. Their aim was to assess the length
of time as well as regularity of the different kinds of activities this group of musicians
engaged in, mainly those that represent deliberate practice. Ericsson and his fellow
researchers also carried out a study that compared a group of young expert pianists with
another group of amateur pianists. On the basis of data collected from this study, the
researchers identified large differences between the two groups in regards to the histories of
deliberate practice. Data collected from the diaries showed that the current quantity of
practice was 10 times more for the experts than their amateur peers. Being motivated to
improve performance, having well-defined tasks and being given feedback on their
performance as well as having opportunities for repeated performance were all found to be
major elements that led to steady improvement in performance. Such practice activities were
in fact limited in time and evenly distributed across the whole week. Based on this research,
Ericsson and his colleagues coined the term ‘deliberate practice’ to refer to “activities that
have been specially designed to improve the current level of performance” (Ericsson et al.,
1993, p.367). At the core of their framework lies the belief that “expert performance is the
result of an extended process of skill acquisition mediated by large, but not excessive daily
amounts of deliberate practice” (Ericsson et al., 1993, p. 389).

Ericsson (2006b) believes that being engaged in deliberate practice helps individuals focus on
actively trying to move beyond their current levels of performance, which is quite different
from the impact of mere experience. In fact, the element of concentration, which is required
to be present when being engaged in deliberate practice, is what distinguishes this form of
practice from other routine performance as well as playful engagement. Deliberate practice is
different from enjoyable play in that it is an activity which should be highly structured aiming
at improving performance (Ericsson et al., 1993). However, individuals who have reached
expert levels in different fields conveyed that their ability to maintain their concentration that
is a requirement of deliberate practice limited their hours of practice (Ericsson, 2002).

Deliberate practice is undoubtedly an effortful activity that generates no financial rewards.
Therefore, the most cited requirement for ultimate learning and improvement of performance
to happen is the individual’s motivation to undertake the task and make the effort needed to
improve their performance (Ericsson et al., 1993). Sustained motivation can be achieved
through the presence of a tutor in order to monitor performance and assess improvement. A
tutor is expected to set the task, provide the required amount of support and guidance and

86 http://ijele.macrothink.org



ISSN 2325-0887

\ M acrOthi“k International Journal of English Language Education
A Institute™ 2021, Vol. 9, No. 2

finally give sufficient feedback based on the individual’s performance. The tutor does not
necessarily have to be a teacher or coach, as it can also be computer-based (Bransford et al.,
2000). Ericsson et al. (1993) elaborate on the necessity of feedback by saying that with the
absence of sufficient feedback, “efficient learning is impossible and improvement only
minimal even for highly motivated subjects” (p.367). Research shows that the effective
duration of deliberate practice is estimated at around one hour per day. On the basis of the
literature reviewed above, | summarize the major elements for deliberate practice in the
Figure 1 below.

Figure 1. Elements of Deliberate Practice (Source: Original)

The skill acquisition theory best explains the reason why a lot of people are able to improve
their level of performance within a few months and then reach an automatized stage, while
experts are able to continue improving their levels of performance for years ahead (Ericsson,
2006b). When an individual starts engaging in learning a specific skill, he/she has to focus on
the things they are doing as an attempt to minimize the rate of errors; this is what is meant by
the cognitive stage, which is the first stage of the skill acquisition theory, as previously
mentioned. When individuals gain more experience, they are capable of performing at
satisfactory levels without the need for concentrating as hard as they had to in stage one. At
this second stage, the individual’s level of performance seems smoother, and errors become
more infrequent. This stage is what is known as the associative stage. As the individuals gain
more experience and have more training, their behavior becomes increasingly automated due
to the loss of conscious control that they initially had, and thus their ability to make any
intentional changes is also gone. When any skill reaches this third automated stage, one’s
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level of performance gets to a rather fixed plateau, and no additional improvements can be
seen (Ericsson, 2006b).

The performance of experts, on the other hand, keep on improving as a result of more
experience that is combined with deliberate practice. Thus, the challenge for individuals who
aim at achieving expert performance is avoiding the arrested development that is associated
with automaticity as well as acquiring cognitive skills which help aid their continued learning
and improvement (Ericsson, 2006b). For that to happen, they should seek out training
opportunities that are above their current level of performance. This, Ericsson (2006b)
explains, helps them “counteract automaticity by developing increasingly complex mental
representations to attain higher levels of control of their performance” (p. 687). The principal
challenge on the road to expertise is inducing changes that are stable and specific, allowing
for performance to be gradually improved (Ericsson, 2006b).

Although | argue that deliberate practice is essential to the development of expertise, it is
seldom sufficient on its own (Eysenck and Keane, 2010). Therefore, | attempted to integrate
both metacognitive instruction and deliberate practice to gain benefits and overcome the
weaknesses in each of the two approaches. Recently, researchers seem to generally accept
that a relationship between metacognition and developing expertise does in fact exist
(vanVelzen, 2012). This indicates that both deliberate practice and metacognitive knowledge
are significant for the development of expertise. By integrating the two elements into L2
listening instruction, | aimed to challenge the current comprehension approach in which
learners listen to the tape and give answers to questions without learning how to go about the
listening input. Metacognitive instruction provides the L2 listeners with guidance on planning,
monitoring and evaluation. It also helps the learners be in control of their learning, and hence
increases motivation and confidence. Metacognitive instruction consequently leads students
to have more control over their learning and be “more capable of regulating” it (Goh, 1998,
p.47). Deliberate practice, on the other hand, motivates learners to move beyond their current
level of performance by exerting the required mental effort.

Developing L2 listening expertise paves the way to language development in general. Field
(2008a) explains that “listening competence has a critical effect upon learner motivation”
(p.335). The development of listening expertise, Goh (2005) says, “is a gradual process”
(p.78). Thus, in agreement with these two researchers, | argue for the presence of two phases
in any L2 listening course in order to achieve an element of gradual movement. The first
phase is concerned with metacognitive instruction whereas the second one is focused on
deliberate practice in L2 listening.

2.5.1 Deliberate Practice and Metacognitive Instruction

The reality is that expertise relates not just to the amount of knowledge experts have, but also
to the way they organize that knowledge and the ability to search efficiently through their
knowledge and skills (vanVelzen, 2012). In fact, “the power of metacognitive control can be
seen perhaps nowhere better than in the skill of experts” (Kellogg, 1995, p. 212). Hence,
metacognition has been shown to develop as expertise increases (Shreve, 2006). By
developing metacognitive knowledge, students are expected to be in control of their own
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learning, since this knowledge provides learners with a tool that helps them analyze new
information, evaluate key aspects, and search for ways to improve (Kellogg, 1995). Therefore,
metacognitive knowledge is regarded as “a general tool that can support the development of
expertise” (Kellogg, 1995, p.366). Metacognitive training helps students understand the
cognitive processes that are necessary during school learning and how these processes can
support the development of expertise (vanVelzen, 2012). However, “metacognition is
necessary, but not sufficient, for academic success” (Hartman, 2001, p.34).

The metacognitive instruction phase is in fact best conducted over a short period time,
functioning as an introductory phase before moving onto deliberate practice. Paris and
Winograd (1990) state that metacognition should not be viewed as the end goal for learning
instruction. Rather, it is part of on-going thinking as well as problem solving and functions as
a transitional stage to proficiency. The aim of any education, they say, is not to produce
“reflective thinkers who are cautious and self-conscious about their own thinking” (p.22).
That would undoubtedly immobilize learning rather than nourish it. Therefore, the goal of
metacognitive instruction, Paris and Winogard believe, is to equip learners with the
knowledge and confidence they need to manage their own learning and to give them the
power to be curious and passionate enough in their learning journeys. This signals the
necessity of not restricting the teaching of L2 listening to metacognitive instruction, but using
it as a means to an end, rather than an end in itself. Including a short metacognitive
instruction phase allows the less skilled learners to acquire new ways to aid them in coping
with the listening input. This short phase would also reinforce the good practices more
successful listeners already do, and by keeping it short, prevent this group of learners from
responding negatively to instruction. Research indicates that successful learners “possess
more metacognitive awareness and engage in more self-regulatory behaviour than low
achieving students” (Hartman, 2001, p. 33).

Deliberate practice also involves self-reflection after the completion of practice;
self-reflection being a key characteristic of metacognition (Baron & Henry, 2010). Hence,
deliberate practice is believed to “enhance[s] cognitive resources with respect to
metacognition” (Baron & Henry, 2010, p. 56, italics in original). These illustrations seem to
indicate that the two entities of metacognition and expertise go hand-in-hand, with one
increasing as the other develops. In fact, vanVelzen (2012) clarifies that the link between
metacognitive knowledge and expertise relates to problem solving in that “it can help
students become better problem solvers” (p. 366). Apart from the role the teacher plays by
setting the task, facilitating repeated performance and providing feedback to the student, the
remaining two vital components of deliberate practice, which are motivation and
concentration, are closely related to metacognitive knowledge. Motivation and concentration
are referred to in the literature on metacognition as self-management and directed attention
respectively. These two are examples of planning strategies which fall under strategic
knowledge. This suggests that deliberate practice will most likely take place by developing
strategic knowledge with the presence of the teacher as a coach.

Deliberate practice is a learner-centered approach, since it is in the hands of the learners
themselves to aim at improving their current level of performance and exert the required
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effort, motivation and concentration. The diligence, concentration and effort required for
deliberate practice yields many significant cognitive benefits. The teacher under this
approach acts merely as a coach, providing suitable tasks, monitoring performance, giving
feedback and allowing for repeated performance.

2.5.2 Deliberate Practice in the L2 Listening Classroom

Despite the fact that the term deliberate practice has been mentioned in the area of SLA
(Ortega, 2009), few if any attempts have been made to apply this concept to the language
classroom. One reason may be that researchers are uncertain about how this may differ from
drills and practice methods of the audio-lingual era. In many language classrooms, however,
listening remains “a mysterious ‘black box’, for which the best approach seems to be simply
‘more practice’ (Rost, 2001, p. 13). The metacognitive approach put forward by Vandergrift
and Goh (2012) does not appear to be sufficient for producing proficient L2 listeners. In fact
Sternberg (2001) indicates that metacognition represents “part of the abilities that lead to
student expertise, but only as part” (p. 247).

The approach proposed in this article is one of learning through practice rather than learning
through instruction and is perforce learner-centred. The role of the teacher in this approach is
similar to that of a coach in sports practice. The teacher sets an achievable, yet challenging
task, provides feedback, opportunities for repetition, and reinforces the significance of
concentration and motivation at the start of each session. The application of deliberate
practice in an L2 listening class, though it is crucial to listening development, may not be
very apparent to the outside observer because many of the procedures in class are the same as
they would be in any conventional listening class. The difference largely relates to the
listeners’ internal psychological processes.

Based on what has been discussed above, | describe what a deliberate practice-based L2
listening course looks like, as summarized in Figure 2 below.
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Figure 2. Deliberate Practice Based L2 Listening Course

3. Conclusion

To conclude, Ortega (2009) states that deliberate practice “is a concept that is very much
relevant to L2 learning but has not made it into SLA yet!” (p. 108). It has been more than
twenty years now since the term deliberate practice was first coined by Ericsson et al. (1993),
but it has still not made it into the language classroom. Ericsson (2006b) explains that the
significance of practice should not be under-estimated “until most individuals recognize that
sustained training and effort is a prerequisite for reaching expert levels of performance, they
will continue to misattribute lesser achievement to the lack of natural gifts, and will thus fail
to reach their own potential” (p. 701).

The principles established by research on expert performance and deliberate practice are
applicable to a wide range of fields, including music, chess, sports and medicine. Hence,
there is ample evidence to suggest that they may also be applicable to SLA. Deliberate
practice is assumed to “reduce the central cognitive load” (Anderson, 2010, p. 303). The
cognitive load is rather high in the case of L2 listening, hence, applying deliberate practice is
expected to lead to a positive effect on L2 learners’ listening level. In deliberate practice,
Anderson says, “the learners are motivated to learn, not just perform” (Anderson, 2010),
which is a major component missing in the comprehension approach.

The approach to L2 listening instruction proposed in this article is definitely not the solution
for all language learners, especially those who lack the required motivation. Yet, it seems
promising for second/foreign language major students as well as those doing a language
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course who are expected to be motivated enough to undertake the pains of deliberate practice.
The discussion above suggests that deliberate practice is a concept whose time has come in
the field of language learning. With the wealth of resources available nowadays, deliberate
practice can be easily facilitated by language teachers. Goh (2005) says that there is “a
modest but growing body of work that examines the features of listening expertise” (p.79).
However, most of the studies to date have been descriptive in nature, as they merely record
the characteristics of listening expertise of learners from various learning and cultural
contexts (Goh, 2005). The present article differs from previous studies in the field in that it
aimed at finding a way to develop listening expertise, rather than describing what
distinguishes L2 expert listeners from their novice peers. It is just one step in the journey
towards the effective application of deliberate practice in the L2 classroom.
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