INTRODUCTION TO TEFL:
SESSION (5) Listening Skills 


We are all subjected to the sounds of language from a variety of sources. From the media, e.g. TV/Radio/Cinema/DVD/VCD/Internet sources etc…From our families and friends. From outside the home, e.g. banks/shops/supermarkets as well as offices and other places of work. The list is never-ending and for the learner, a potential source of confusion and frustration.
There are several problems for students associated with listening. These include the following:-

Problems intrinsic to listener

Problems intrinsic to speaker

-
Tension




- Accent/Dialect of speaker




· Unfamiliarity



- Intonation patterns of speaker 
· Overload



- Stress patterns of speaker
· Motivation



- Normal Connected speech patterns of speaker
One of the major problems is the fact that many listeners try to listen to EVERY word. Owing to the fact that spoken English has very few word boundaries, TEFL practitioners need to be aware of and teach the skills associated with PHONOLOGY. Any useful phonology course will split pronunciation into 4 basic elements, as follows:-

(i) the sounds, i.e. the phonemic alphabet as used in dictionaries

(ii) the stress system, i.e. at both word- and sentence-level

(iii) the basic rules regarding intonation, e.g. ‘Wh’-and ‘Yes/No’-intonation in questions

(iv) normal connected speech patterns, e.g. linking and assimilation

According to Rivers (1981), as learners start to develop listening skills they follow three recognisable stages. The first (Sensing) is where order is perceived from the sound stream. The second stage (Segmenting) is more practical and involves the student recognising interrelationships within the stream, especially cohesive devices. The third and final stage in listening development (Recoding) is where more emphasis is placed on the selection of crucial information.
Rivers designed a regime of systematic training to allow for the above stages:-

(A) Identifying/Recognising




e.g. minimal pairs training 
(B) Identifying/Selecting/No retention  


 
e.g. chart filling/information transfer

(C) Identifying/Guided Selection/Short – term retention

e.g. gap-fillers based on dialogues

(D) Identifying/Selecting/Long-term retention


e.g. retelling stories   

Doff (1998), classifies listening into two main categories, i.e. casual listening and focussed listening. An example of the former might include typing out a document on your computer while listening to the radio. A latter example might be listening to the radio for the progress of a live football match. Three of the activities listed above (on the right-hand-side) are all examples of focussed listening. In the classroom this is often referred to as listening for comprehension. The first activity, i.e. minimal pairs training, is referred to by Ur (1984) as listening for perception. 
The use of audio recordings (tapes/CD’s) for classroom listening

There has always been some debate regarding the use of pre-recorded listening materials in the classroom. The main argument against this has always been the lack of authenticity as compared to a ‘live’ speaker. Also, elements such as background noise (e.g. traffic/airport noise etc…) need to be present in order to add to the realism.

Therefore, let us examine some of the advantages as well as disadvantages of using audio recordings:-
Advantages
· can be used to present situations that are difficult to do ‘live’, e.g. “At an airport…”

· can provide exposure to a wide variety of accents

· taped listening passages can be prepared in advance saving teacher time during the session

· can allow students (Ss) to concentrate on aural perception exercises, e.g. minimal pairs, exercises on stress and intonation.

· can provide instrumental background music to create  a stimulating learning environment
· can present Ss with another choice of media, i.e. adds interest to any session. If the teacher reads out a tapescript it is far less interesting than another voice on tape/CD
· a classroom recorder with a built-in tape counter allows the teacher (T) to repeat difficult listening passages again and again. Language laboratory tape machines allow much more control for the T as well as allowing Ss to control their own individual tape machines as part of self-access learning.

· can be used for testing. Listening comprehension parts of exams can be pre-recorded tapes.

·  excellent for drills
Disadvantages
· authentic listening is only suitable for advanced students. That is, in the absence of body     language cues lower level Ss will find listening passages very difficult to understand.

· the audio quality of a recording can never match that of a ‘live’ speaker, i.e. the T

· while saving time in the classroom, putting together a listening passage can be time consuming for the T, especially if sound effects need to be added.

· The lack of reality needs to be supported with other media, e.g. pictures/flashcards/transparencies. Also, as explained above, sound effects may be needed.
Problems associated with listening

As mentioned earlier, there are many problems for the listener that are associated with the pronunciation skills (or lack of!) of the speaker. Many of these problems are associated with what is termed ‘normal-connected-speech’, the way utterances are formed normally when vocal and consonant sounds interact with each other across word boundaries. That is, in normal speech, each word is not expressed individually but via connection to its neighbours. 
Take a look at the following examples and try to imagine the problems that they would cause for the student:-

(1) Dunno

(2) Whatcha wunt ?

(3) Fide bin the manager idv changed the team

(4) I can play tennis

(5) I can play tennis

(6) Lor and order

(7) Come in to the party ?
The reasons why each of the above utterances will cause problems

(1) I don’t know – the problem here is caused by elision. This means that certain sounds have been left out of this utterance, namely

(2) What do you want – the problem this time is caused by assimilation. This means that certain sounds have changed. This  occurs as your mouth gets ready to make the next word.

(3) If I had been the manager I would have changed the team – Use of contracted forms

(4) Weak form of ‘can’, i.e./kn/. Also, nuclear stress on the word ‘tennis’ 
(5) Strong form of the word ‘can’, i.e. /k   n/. This is due to nuclear stress on ‘can’.

(6) Intrusive ‘r’

(7) Are you coming to the party – another example of elision

There are additional features of the language that also need to be taken into consideration

(1) Redundancies 
- e.g. false starts, hesitation: “um’s” and “ah’s”, meaningless phrases such as ‘you   know’, ‘I mean’, ‘right’, and ‘okay’

(2) Noise
- this refers to gaps in listening often caused by words that are difficult to understand

(3) Colloquial language
- i.e. the informal use of language when native speakers talk 
Many of the above features will actually help advanced Ss, as they are using native-speaker strategies. 
However, lower-level SS, trying to understand every single word, will have extra difficulty as a result.   
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