61

IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES FOR BEGINNER STUDENTS
AT IELTS ARENA ENGLISH CENTER

Nguyen Trung Hieu'?
Email: nthieu30398@gmail.com, ORCID: 0009-0004-5739-5055

Received: 09/09/2025. Revised: 05/03/2026. Accepted: 19/03/2026
DOI: 10.59266/houjs.2026.1196

Abstract: This study investigates the challenges faced by beginner-level learners in
developing English listening skills at IELTS Arena English Center. Employing a mixed-methods
approach with 60 participants, the research examined attitudes, practice habits, learning
challenges, and strategic behaviors related to listening skill development. The findings reveal a
significant motivational paradox: the majority of students recognized the importance of listening,
vet reported high difficulty and low preference for the skill. Practice patterns were found to be
inadequate and irregular. Five major challenges were identified: poor sound quality, unfamiliarity
with native accents, cognitive overload from word-by-word processing, fast speech, and limited
vocabulary. This study also identified notable strategic competence gaps, with many learners
unsure how to improve and rarely seeking teacher guidance. These findings significantly advance
understanding of the multidimensional nature of listening skill development and provide an
empirical foundation for designing more effective pedagogical interventions.
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I. Introduction The present study examines the
listening  comprehension  difficulties
encountered by beginner-level learners at
IELTS Arena English Center in Vietnam.
These learners consistently demonstrate
difficulty in processing authentic spoken
English, particularly when confronted

with variations in accent, speech rate,

Listening comprehension is a
fundamental component of second
language acquisition (SLA) and a
cornerstone of effective communicative
competence (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012).
Within the Vietnamese educational

context, listening skills pose considerable
challenges for beginner-level English
learners, primarily due to the receptive
nature of listening, the temporal constraints
of spoken discourse, and the intersection
of cultural and phonological factors that
impede comprehension (Nguyen, 2019).
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and lexical complexity within formal
instructional settings. Such challenges
reflect broader pedagogical concerns in
the English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
context, where limited exposure to target-
language input significantly impacts
listening development (Field, 2008).
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This research aims to: (1)
identify and analyze the primary
obstacles to listening comprehension
among  beginner-level = Vietnamese
learners, (2) propose evidence-based
pedagogical strategies to enhance
listening skill development within this
demographic, and (3) contribute to the
broader discourse on effective listening
instruction methodologies for EFL
contexts in Southeast Asia. The findings
of this study are anticipated to provide
actionable insights for educators
working with similar learner populations
both within Vietnam and in comparable
EFL  environments internationally.
Despite the growing body of research
on EFL listening instruction, significant
gaps remain regarding the specific
challenges facing beginner learners
in private language training centers
in Vietnam. Previous studies (e.g.,
Nguyen, 2019; Azmi et al., 2014) have
documented listening difficulties in
formal school settings, but relatively
few have examined the affective,
strategic, and technical dimensions
of listening development in intensive
IELTS preparation contexts. The present
study addresses this gap by providing
context-specific empirical evidence
that can inform targeted instructional
design for this underrepresented learner
population.

II. Theoretical background

2.1 Definitions and theoretical
perspectives on listening comprehension

Before reviewing the relevant
literature, it is necessary to clarify the
conceptual distinction between “listening
skills” and “listening comprehension.”
While listening comprehension refers
specifically to the cognitive process of

understanding spoken language, listening
skills constitute a broader -construct
encompassing comprehension alongside
strategic, affective, and interactive
dimensions (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012).
This study primarily investigates
listening comprehension as the core
component of overall listening skill
development in beginner EFL learners.
The conceptualization of listening
comprehension has evolved considerably
in the field of second language acquisition,
with scholarly definitions reflecting the
multifaceted nature of this cognitive
process. Early definitions, such as those
proposed by Howatt and Dakin (1974),
characterized listening as the fundamental
ability to decode and comprehend spoken
linguistic input. This perspective, while
foundational, has been subsequently
refined to encompass the complex
interplay of cognitive and metacognitive
processes involved in auditory language
processing.

Brown (2001) advanced a
more comprehensive framework,
conceptualizing listening as a
psychomotor process that integrates both
perceptual and cognitive mechanisms.
This definition acknowledges the dual
nature of listening comprehension,
wherein bottom-up processing (phoneme
recognition, lexical access) interacts
with top-down processing (schema
activation, contextual inference) to
facilitate meaning construction (Buck,
2001). Contemporary research further
emphasizes that listening transcends
passive reception of auditory stimuli
and constitutes an active, constructive
process that demands sustained attention,
predictive  processing, phonological
decoding, and engagement of working
memory (Vandergrift & Goh, 2012).



The theoretical evolution from
passive to active models of listening
comprehension has significant
pedagogical implications. Anderson’s
(1995) cognitive processing model
identifies three distinct phases: perceptual
processing (acoustic signal recognition),
parsing (syntactic and semantic analysis),
and utilization (integration with existing
knowledge structures). This framework
underscores the strategic nature of
listening comprehension, in  which
learners must simultaneously coordinate
multiple cognitive resources to achieve
successful comprehension (Goh, 2000).

In the EFL context, listening
comprehension becomes more complex
due to the interplay between linguistic
competence and cultural schema. Cross-
cultural pragmatic knowledge significantly
influences comprehension outcomes, as
listeners must navigate not only linguistic
features but also culturally embedded
meanings and discourse conventions
(Flowerdew & Miller, 2005). This
multidimensional perspective on listening
comprehension provides the theoretical
foundation for understanding the challenges
faced by Vietnamese beginner learners
and informs the development of targeted
pedagogical interventions. Furthermore,
learner motivation plays a critical role in
listening development. Eccles et al. (1993)
proposed expectancy-value theory, which
posits that learners’ motivation is shaped
by their expectation of success on a task
and the subjective value they assign to it. In
the context of EFL listening, learners who
perceive listening as both highly important
and highly difficult may experience
motivational conflicts that undermine
sustained engagement and practice
(Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). This theoretical
framework is directly applicable to the
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motivational paradox observed among
beginner learners in the present study.

2.2. Types of listening

Researchers classify listening into
various types, including:

- Discriminative Listening:
Differentiating sounds without
understanding meaning.

- Comprehensive Listening:

Understanding meaning through linguistic
and contextual cues.

- Informational and  Critical
Listening: Absorbing facts or evaluating
content critically.

- Active, Inactive, Selective,
and Reflective Listening: Defined by
engagement level.

For language learners,
comprehensive and active listening are
particularly important for acquiring
vocabulary, grammar, and fluency.

2.3. The listening process

According to Vandergrift (1999), the
listening process comprises five stages:

- Receiving: Perceiving sound
accurately.

- Understanding: Decoding meaning.

- Evaluating: Interpreting speaker
intent.

- Remembering: Retaining key points.
- Responding: Reacting through
speech or nonverbal cues.

Interruptions at any stage can hinder
comprehension, especially for learners
unfamiliar with the language or context.

2.4. Common problems in listening
comprehension

Azmi et al. (2014) and Buck (2001)
identify several challenges:

- Poor audio quality.
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- Fast speech or unfamiliar accents.

- Cultural gaps and unknown
vocabulary.

- Lack of control over playback.

- Difficulty  concentrating  or
identifying stressed words.

These issues resonate strongly with
beginner learners at IELTS Arena.

II1. Research methodology
3.1. Research design

This study adopts a mixed-methods
approach, integrating quantitative surveys
with qualitative interviews. This design
offers both statistical representation and
depth of insight into learners’ challenges
and strategies.

3.2. Participants and setting

The research was conducted at
IELTS Arena English Center in Hanoi,
with 60 beginner-level students (ages 18-
22). Most participants had prior exposure
to English through high school but lacked
structured listening practice. The center
employs experienced teachers and modern
methods, making it a suitable site for study.

3.3. Data collection instruments

- Questionnaires: 12 questions
examining students’ attitudes, difficulties,
strategies, and preferences regarding
listening. Likert scales and multiple-
choice formats ensured clarity.

- Interviews: Conducted with 10
students, purposively selected to ensure
variation in practice frequency (regular
vs. irregular practitioners), self-reported
difficulty levels (high vs. moderate), and

gender, in order to gather rich qualitative
insights into personal experiences and
learning habits.

3.4. Data analysis

Survey responses were analyzed
using descriptive statistics. Interview
transcripts were coded thematically,
following Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
methodology. Quantitative and qualitative
data were triangulated to reinforce validity.

IV. Findings and discussion

4.1. Data analysis and findings

4.1.1. Students’ attitudes toward
English listening skills

The analysis of students’ attitudes
toward English listening skills reveals
several important patterns regarding skill
preferences, perceived difficulty, and
importance recognition.

The data reveal a significant paradox
in students’ attitudes toward listening
skills. While speaking emerges as the
most preferred skill (50%), listening ranks
second with 25% preference. However, the
perceived difficulty data shows that 68.3%
of students find listening either “difficult”
(50%) or “very difficult” (18.3%), with
only 5% considering it “easy.”

Despite this perceived difficulty, an
overwhelming majority (85%) considers
listening ““very important,” with an
additional 10% rating it “important.” This
creates a motivational paradox: students
acknowledge the critical value of listening
skills while simultaneously finding them
challenging and showing a relatively lower
preference for them compared to speaking.

4.1.2. Students’practice patterns and listening habits

Table 1. Students’ practicing level in listening to English

Frequency Number of students Percentage
Never 4 7%
Sometimes 38 63%
Usually 18 30%
Always 0 0%

Source: Survey data from IELTS Arena English Center (N=60)




The practice frequency data indicate
concerning patterns in students’ listening
habits. The majority of students (63.3%)
practice listening only “sometimes,” while
30% practice “usually,” and 6.7% never
practice outside of formal instruction.
Notably, no students reported practicing
“always,” suggesting a lack of consistent
daily engagement with listening activities.

Among students who do practice
listening, time investment remains limited.
The largest group (39%) dedicates only 30
minutes daily, while 26% practice for just
15 minutes. Only 21% invest one hour
daily in listening practice. Significantly,
14% reported “unstable” practice patterns
dependent on mood, indicating that
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emotional factors significantly influence
practice consistency.

= 1hour «30minutes « 15 minutes Not stable

Figure 1. The time students spend on
practicing listening to English a day

Source: Survey data from IELTS Arena English
Center (N=60)

4.1.3. Primary challenges in listening comprehension

Table 2. Difficulties of students when listening in class

Difficulties Number Percentage
[ do not familiar to listen to the native voice 18 30%
I am fed up with listening lessons 6 10%
The lessons are difficult for me 6 10%
The sound quality from radio is not good so I cannot concentrate 20 33%
Other difficulties 10 17%

Source: Survey data from IELTS Arena English Center (N=60)

The  analysis  reveals  five
primary challenges affecting listening
comprehension. Technical issues
represent the most significant barrier,
with 33.3% of students citing poor sound
quality from radio and audio equipment
as a major hindrance to concentration and

comprehension.

Accent familiarity emerges as
the second most significant challenge
(30%), with students  reporting
difficulty understanding native-speaker

pronunciation patterns that differ from
their teachers’ or peers’ speech. This
finding highlights the limited exposure
to authentic English varieties in students’
prior learning experiences.

Complex listening behaviors were
also identified through additional survey
questions, revealing that 45% of students
attempt to “catch every word” rather than
focusing on overall meaning, leading to
cognitive overload and comprehension
breakdown.
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4.1.4. Students’expectations and desires for improving their listening skills

mMost Favorite mFavorite

66%

46%
30%
20% 18%
‘ I i

1
2% I
[ |

Mews, speechs Dialouges

10%
6%

mMormal Uninterested

Figure 2. Students’ interest in extra listening activities

As shown in the bar figure above, the
majority of the pupils enjoyed listening to
the dialogues. Listening to dialogues is
the favorite activity of 66% of pupils.

Only 6% of them are uninterested
in this kind. In contrast to discussions,
the majority of students (46%) were
bored while listening to news, speeches,
or lectures. As a result, 4% of them are
interested in this type of monologue.
Furthermore, listening to music looks
engaging. However, it is surprising that just
16% of learners enjoy them. Furthermore,
one-third (34%) are dissatisfied with the
tunes. Watching movies or listening to
stories is acceptable because 38% consider
these their favorite hobbies, and 14% say
they are their favorite. Furthermore, 34%
of them consider these actions usual. In
conclusion, most students enjoy listening
to dialogues, chats, and conversations.

The data illustrate that the majority
of students (70%) in listening classes
are taught new vocabulary related to the
listening texts, and they frequently guess
the contents of the listening text based
on the exercises provided by the teacher.

Source: Survey data from IELTS Arena English Center

However, 13% of them just acquire new
words, while the remaining 12% predict
the substance before beginning to listen.
Only 5% of pupils do not accomplish
anything. Finally, students should prepare
things related to the book before listening.

According to the table, the majority
of learners (60%) understand how to take
notes while listening. It is a constructive
practice that greatly helps students develop
their listening skills in both English
class and real-life settings. 20% of them
frequently attempt to answer questions
while they are listening. The remaining
16% of them are merely listening. These
findings represent the approach of teaching
and learning the listening skill.

According to the data, most students
agree to note both mistakes and words they
cannot hear (60%). There is still a small
percentage (10%) of students who do nothing
after listening and just leave the room, which
cannot bring any efficient knowledge at all.
The rest just choose to do one of the things
that they think they need (10% for words and
20% for mistakes), without realizing they
need both things for this to become effective
learning or testing sessions.
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= Do listening exercise everyday

Others

Figure 3. What students think they should do to improve their listening

As the figure shows, most students
are unsure what they need to do to improve
their listening. If they just make one of
the first 3 choices, they cannot improve
quickly. More specifically, only 40% try to
get a teacher’s help, 20% just try to listen
to recordings every day, and 10% believe
that doing exercises alone will help them
get better. 40% of those who chose the last
option may even feel confused and not
know exactly what to do.

4.2. Discussion of findings

4.2.1. The motivational paradox in
listening attitudes

The research reveals a compelling
paradox ~ where  high  importance
recognition (85%) coexists with relatively
low skill preference (25%) and high
perceived difficulty (68.3%). This finding
has significant pedagogical implications,
suggesting that while students
intellectually understand listening’s value,
affective factors and perceived challenges
may limit their engagement.

This paradox can be interpreted
through the lens of expectancy-value
theory, in which students’ motivation
depends on both their expectations of
success and the value they place on

Source: Survey data from IELTS Arena English Center

the task. The high importance ratings
indicate strong task value, but the
difficulty perceptions may negatively
impact success expectations, creating
motivational conflicts.

4.2.2. Practice
strategic gaps

The finding that only 30% of students
practice regularly, with 39% investing

inadequacy and

minimal time (<30 minutes), reveals a
significant gap between the recognition of
importance and behavioral commitment.
The mood-dependent practice patterns
(14%) suggest that listening engagement
is largely affective rather than systematic,
potentially limiting the effectiveness of
skill development.

The
particular

strategic analysis reveals

concerns regarding
metacognitive awareness. While students
demonstrate reasonable strategy use
(70%
employ pre-listening strategies, 60%
take notes), the finding that only 40%

seek teacher guidance and 30% remain

during  structured activities

uncertain about improvement approaches
indicates inadequate strategic planning
capabilities.
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4.2.3. Processing challenges and
cognitive overload

The high incidence of word-by-
word processing attempts (45%) supports
theoretical frameworks suggesting that
beginner listeners struggle with top-
down processing strategies. This bottom-
up orientation, combined with technical
barriers (33.3% cite sound quality
issues) and accent unfamiliarity (30%),
creates multiple obstacles to effective
comprehension.

The preference for dialogues over
monologues (66.7% vs. 3.3%) suggests
that interactive content provides contextual
support that helps overcome processing
limitations, indicating the importance of
content selection in beginner listening
instruction.

4.2.4. Implications for listening to
pedagogy

These findings carry several
important pedagogical implications:

Strategic Instruction Needs: The
high rate of cognitive overload and
uncertainty about improvement strategies
indicates a need for explicit metacognitive
strategy instruction.

Technical Infrastructure: Sound-
quality 1issues affecting one-third of
students constitute a fundamental barrier
requiring institutional attention.

Systematic Practice Development:
The irregular practice patterns suggest a
need for structured practice schedules and
self-regulation training.

Motivation Maintenance: Given
the importance-difficulty ~ paradox,
instructional approaches should leverage
students’ recognition of listening value
while providing scaffolded support to
maintain motivation despite challenges.

Content Differentiation: The clear
preference patterns suggest that listening
curricula should progress from interactive
dialogues toward more challenging
monologue formats as students develop
confidence and skills.

4.3. Synthesis

The comprehensive analysis of
60 beginner English learners at IELTS
Arena English Center reveals a complex
landscape of attitudes, challenges, and
behaviors regarding listening  skill
development. Key findings include:

- A motivational paradox where
high importance recognition (85%)
contrasts with moderate preference (25%)
and high difficulty perception (68.3%);

- Inadequate practice patterns, with
only 30% practicing regularly and 39%
investing minimal daily time;

- Significant technical and
cognitive barriers, including sound quality
issues (33.3%) and word-level processing
difficulties (45%);

- Strategic gaps evidenced by
limited guidance-seeking (40%) and
high uncertainty about improvement
approaches (30%);

- Clear contentpreferences favoring
interactive materials over monologue
formats.

These findings contribute to
understanding the multifaceted nature
of listening skill development among
beginner learners and provide empirical
support for the development of more
targeted  pedagogical  interventions
addressing both cognitive and affective
dimensions of listening comprehension.

V. Conclusion

This research contributes to the
growing understanding of listening
comprehension challenges among



beginner English learners by documenting
the  complex  interplay  between
motivational, cognitive, and strategic
factors that influence skill development.
The identification of a motivational
paradox in which high importance
recognition coexists with low preference
and high difficulty perception provides
new insights into the affective dimensions
of listening instruction.

The findings demonstrate that
effective listening pedagogy requires
attention to  multiple dimensions:
technical infrastructure, strategic
instruction, maintenance of motivation,
and systematic practice development.
The prevalence of cognitive overload
and limited strategic awareness among
participants underscores the need for
explicit metacognitive instruction
alongside traditional —comprehension
activities.

Perhaps most significantly, this
study reveals that students’ intellectual
recognition of the importance of
listening does not automatically translate
into effective learning behaviors or
sustained engagement. These findings
challenge traditional assumptions about
the relationship between importance
recognition and learning motivation,
suggesting that pedagogical approaches
must address both cognitive and affective
barriers to listening development.

The research provides empirical
support for integrated approaches to
listening instruction that combine technical
improvements, strategic skill development,
and motivational support. By addressing the
multifaceted nature of listening challenges
documented in this study, educators can
develop more effective and responsive
pedagogical practices that support beginner
learners in overcoming the significant

69

obstacles they face in developing this
critical language skill.

Future research should extend this
work by including objective listening
proficiency measures alongside self-
reported data, examining teacher
perspectives to complement learner-
reported challenges, and conducting
longitudinal studies to assess the
effectiveness  of the pedagogical
interventions implied by these findings.
Comparative studies across different EFL
learning contexts in Vietnam and the
broader Southeast Asian region would
also contribute to the generalizability of
the current findings.
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CHIEN LUQC CAI THIEN KY NANG CHO HQC VIEN
MOI BAT PAU TAI TRUNG TAM ANH NGU IELTS ARENA

Nguyén Trung Hiéu'?

Tém tit: Nghién ciru ndy khdo sat nhimg thach thire ma hoc vién trinh @6 so cdp gdp
phdi trong viéc phat trién kyj nang nghe tiéng Anh tai Trung tam Anh ngiv IELTS Arena. Véi
viée sir dung phwong phdp nghién ciru hon hop véi 60 hoc vién, nghién ciru tdp trung phin
tich thai do, théi quen luyén tdp, thach thire hoc tdp va hanh vi chién hege lién quan dén phdt
trién ky nang nghe. Két qua nghién ciru cho thdy mot nghich 1y @6 la: phan 16n sinh vién nhdn
thite dwoe tam quan trong cua kj nang nghe, nhwng dong thoi lai gip khé khan va c6 mire dé
yéu thich thap doi véi ky nang nay. Cac hinh thire luyén tdp chiea ddy di va thiéu tinh thuong
xuyén. Nam théach thire chinh dwoc xdc dinh bao gom: chdt lwong ém thanh kém, sw khong
quen thudc véi giong ban ngit, tinh trang qud tdi nhdn thire do ¢6 gang xir Iy ting tir mot,
toc do néi nhanh va von tir vieng han ché. Bai viét ciing chi ra nhitng khodng trong vé nang
luc chién lugc, khi nguoi hoc khong nam duwoc cach cdi thién ky nang cua minh va hiém khi
tim kiém sw hwéng dan tir gico vién. Nhitng phdt hién lam sdng t6 ban chat da chiéu cia qud
trinh phdt trién ky ndang nghe, dong thoi cung cdp co so thue nghiém cho viée thiét ké cdc
chuwong trinh dao tao va uwng dung phwong phap giang day hiéu qua hon.

Tir khéa: kj ning nghe tiéng Anh, hoc vién so cdp, thach thire hoc tdp, nghich Iy dong lic,

chién lwoc sw pham

! Trudng Lién cip Alpha Hai Phong, Hai Phong, Viét Nam
2 Hoc vién cao hoc, Truong Pai hoc Mo Ha N6i, Ha Noi, Viét Nam



