Listening
Listening skills
 

 
        From listening to speaking
        Getting the listening level right
        Authentic listening versus graded listening
        Preparing for listening
        Adapting listening up or down a level
 
We learn a language through listening. Hearing your voice will be important for students. Don?t feel tempted to slip into the students? language when they are struggling to understand you. This struggle is part of learning and they need time and help to tune in to you. Your main advantage is your role as a listening and speech model for students. We need to make them want to listen. But how?
From listening to speaking
Listening and speaking are usually practiced together. The two levels of listening we need to focus on are:
Listening for gist (to get the general idea or meaning)
This means ignoring the detail and just following the overall topic even if you do not understand every word.
Listening for detail (to get the specific facts)
This means selectively extracting information to suit our purpose.
Example: A recorded message at an airline will give information for all customers and situations, but we may only need opening times of the sales office so we listen for that.
There are specific tasks which train students in these types of listening skills and you need to decide what your aim is for each listening you use.
Some tapes, songs and videos will be listened to numerous times until students are satisfied they have extracted what they need. The first listening is usually to get the gist and then we can listen for specific detail.
Getting the listening level right
? It is too easy if students can get all the answers straight away on first listening. Part of training the ear is the effort and concentration required to make sense of the stream of speech.
? Give the questions before they listen so they have a reason to listen for something. Otherwise they will listen without focus, thinking they have to understand everything and feeling demotivated.
? Don?t accept the right answer from the strongest student and then go on to the next question. You will be in danger of leading the level with the strongest and losing the rest. Ask for suggested answers from everyone without indicating which ones are correct at this stage. Let them listen and check.
? Encourage pair-checking and try to pair weaker students with stronger so they help each other. This is especially useful in mixed groups where you could create strong divisions between those who have finished and those who are lost.
? Make it clear that they do not have to understand everything to get the information they need. Telling teenagers this will have no effect. Showing them, by providing a task they can complete, makes the point.
 
Authentic listening versus graded listening
In real-life listening there is a great deal of background noise. You really have to concentrate. Be aware of the acoustics in your classroom and of the quality of your machine. Test it before the lesson and find the right place on the tape if you?re using a cassette. In real-life listening there is a great deal of redundancy .
False starts, hesitations, repeating what you have said and verbal signals to the person speaking, e.g. ?mm ... yes ... er ... um ... yes ... that?s right ... went
... went out.?At first this can be distracting for some students.
If we use only graded listening students do not become accustomed to the features of normal speech. Some of your classes may not have had a great deal of listening training so you need to proceed gently and prepare tasks they can achieve. Once you show (not tell) students that they do not need to understand every word then they grow in confidence and accept more authentic material.
Preparing for listening
The points made for preparing a reading text for discussion and for preparing an article for class use apply to listening, and similar tasks can be used.
Anticipate the subject matter, without giving all the answers away and without revealing what the listening is about. Give a reason to listen, with a short task to use during the first listening. This task should be extensive, only getting the gist and general shape of the text, e.g. ?Who is speaking?? ?Where are they?? ?What is the main topic??
Adapting listening up or down a level
? Grade the task, not the tape.
? Split the tape into shorter sections and listen a section at a time. Cut down length if necessary.
? Allow students to listen to it as many times as they need.
? Give students a say in how much to listen to or when to pause.
? Encourage plenty of checking with each other between listening.
? Anticipate the ideas or vocabulary in a pre-listening task which suits the level.
? If it becomes clear they cannot deal with the comprehension details focus on just recognizing key words and the main topics. Be flexible and don?t plough on if your plan has proved to be too ambitious.
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        Teaching Listening
Listening, hardly mentioned at all in journals in the 70s has come into its own by the present period, and although it continues to be ignored in SLA theory and research at least in teaching it now plays a much more prominent role. University entrance exams, school leaving and other examinations have begun to include a listening component, acknowledging that listening proficiency is an important aspect of second language proficiency, and if it isn?t tested, teachers won?t pay attention to it.
An early view of listening saw it as the mastery of discrete skills or icroskills (e.g. Richards 1983) and that these should form the focus of teaching and testing. A skills approach focused on such things as (Rost 1990):   discriminating sounds in words, especially phonemic contrasts   deducing the meaning of unfamiliar words   predicting content   noting contradictions, inadequate information, ambiguities differentiating between fact and opinion The changed status of listening was partly prompted by Krashen?s emphasis on the role of comprehension and comprehensible input, i.e. the input hypothesis, in triggering language development, which lies at the heart of his Natural Approach. In the 80s and 90s applied linguists also began to borrow new theoretical models of comprehension from the field of cognitive psychology. It was from this source that the distinction between bottom-up processing and top-down processing was derived, a distinction that lead to an awareness of the importance of background knowledge, and schema in comprehension. The bottom-up model holds that listening is a linear, data-driven process. Comprehension occurs to the extent that the listener is successful in decoding the spoken text. The top-down model of listening, by contrast, involves the listener in actively constructing meaning based on expectations, inferences, intentions, knowledge of schema and other relevant prior knowledge and by a selective processing of the input. Listening came to be viewed as an interpretive process. At the same time the fields of conversation analysis and discourse analysis were revealing a great deal about the organization of spoken discourse and lead to a realization that written texts read aloud could not provide a suitable basis for developing the abilities needed to process real-time authentic discourse. Authenticity in materials became a catchword and part of a pedagogy of teaching listening that is now well established in TESOL. Mendelsohn (1994) summarizes the assumptions underlying current methodology as:   Listening materials should be based on a wide range of authentic texts, including both monologues and dialogues   Schema-building tasks should precede listening  Strategies for effective listening should be incorporated into the materials Learners should be given opportunities to progressively structure their listening by listening to a text several times and by working through increasingly challenging listening tasks   Learners should know what they are listening for and why   Tasks should include opportunities for learners to play an active role in their
own learning .
        Conclusion
        Accurate recall of the information is a passage was the goal.
        Comprehension viewed as decoding.
        Learner viewed as a passive participant in listening.
        Comprehension viewed as a demonstration of learning.
        Native speaker models on tape speaking standard and prestige accents.
        Listening materials mainly specially written.
        Little distinction between teaching and testing of listening.
 
 
