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Understanding authentic texts: What’s the problem? 
Imagine a student aspiring to B2 level. Listen to the text. What might they find difficult?
· ………………………………………………………………………………………………….
· ………………………………………………………………………………………………….
· ………………………………………………………………………………………………….
· ………………………………………………………………………………………………….
· ………………………………………………………………………………………………….
Focussing on Context
Think about the main purpose of tasks A –D below. Complete the titles with one of the following …
      

topic 

audio text

speaker(s) 

programme 


A Focus on the ________




B Focus on the _______
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C Focus on the ________




D Focus on the _______
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3. Focussing on Content: Helping listeners …
a. Decode  For example ….
i. Words : 
Devise introductory activities to present vocabulary in a meaningful context.

Give students 
an audio script of a snippet of the text. Use colour coding to raise awareness to word fields and lexical substitution.  

Give students an audio script of a snippet of the text, with unknown words or replaced by 
xxxx. Show students how they can use co-text to get an approximate sense of word meaning.  
Give extra visual support if you can. 
ii. Phrases : 
Extract phrases which students might have problems decoding because of blurred word 
boundaries. Model he phrases, showing how words join together. 

Give students the opportunity to use the phrases with a partner (and with a dictionary if necessary) before listening.
iii. Grammar: 
Identify frequent occurrences of a structure that might cause decoding problems in context (eg. negation, auxiliaries). Record snippets from the audio for multiple listening. Devise an activity focussing on the language, eg gap fill or identifying a common element. 
Devise activities which focus on tracing co-
referents across sentences and how they enable 
listeners to follow meaning.  

Select grammatical patterns that students use as a basis to predict or guess what comes next. 

b. Understand  For example ….

i. Specific information: Use multiple-choice. Think about the number and wording of 
options. 


ii. Meaning in context (figurative language use): 
First give students the opportunity to listen to the section of the text, with a focus on 
general understanding. For a second listening, provide opportunity for recognition 
(tick the words as you hear them, or a sequencing activity) before focussing on 
specific meaning in context. Give support by asking students to compare in pairs 
before looking at the audio script.   
iii. Main points/detail: 
Write 3/4 short statements which represent the main points of a section of text. 
Moderate the proximity of language in the statements to language in the audio script 
to adjust difficulty level. Check there is no potentially confusing overlap between the 
language and content of the statements. Use a sequencing activity, T/F (avoid 
doesn’t say) or open questions (depending on audio difficulty). 
iv. The main point: 
Provide multiple choice sentence summaries. Ask students to read and predict first 
(making sure they have some information on which to base a prediction).
v. Inference: 
Allow students to listen to the text first, with a focus on general meaning. Use 

open questions (Why …?, Do you think …?, How does … feel …?). Give students 

the opportunity to compare and discuss in pairs or small groups. Let them consult 

the audio-script after their discussions. 
4. Focussing on Learning

 i. Give explicit advice.  For example,
- expect to hear incomplete or ungrammatical sentences.

- focus on understanding key words and phrases or summarising parts of the text as 
you listen.

- use hesitation, repetition and fillers to think about what the speaker is saying. 

- don’t worry about words and phrases said in a low key. 

ii. Use reflection activities to:  

- review parts of texts which had been understood sufficiently well enough to do a task 
- match strategies to activities already done
- analyse any problem areas by referring to audio-script
- help students identify strategies used and indicate want they plan to use next time 
iii. Develop your listening syllabus by: 

- monitoring and assessing how well students deal with the text and tasks 
- keeping records so you can identify what could be worked on next (be pro-active)
- selecting and providing similar texts for independent follow-up

- shaping and guiding students’ listening experiences by mediating task difficulty
5. Summary 
a. Some problems: 
Some decoding problems the L2 listener might experience …
· Sound recognition (vowels, consonants, consonant clusters) 
· Syllable recognition (both stressed and unstressed)
· Word recognition
· Identifying word boundaries
· Recognising intonation

· Dealing with low prominence

· Recognising grammatical forms

· Dealing with speaker speech rate
· Understanding accents and dialects
… and then there’s interpreting meaning (at word, phrase, clause and sentence level), functions; inferring what’s not been said, following reference, considering relevance and redundancy …)
b. Some solutions: 
See activities above and bear in mind that … 
· the task types we use, and their sequence, are determined by the characteristics of the listening text in conjunction with our students’ needs.
· the difficulty-level of an activity is created by the interplay between the text and task.

· we need to distinguish between testing and teaching listening. It’s worth showing students ‘how’, diagnosing how they get on, and giving them time for reflection.
· L2 listeners need a lot of support, regular experiences of success, positive feedback and encouragement to maintain motivation. 
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Rost, M. (1994) Introducing Listening. Harmondsworth. Penguin.
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Listen to the beginning of the interview. Who do you find easier to understand, the interviewer or Dan Everett? Why? Compare with a partner.








You are going to listen to part of a BBC radio programme called Excess Baggage. 


Read about the programme and write T (true), F (false) or DS (doesn’t say) next to the sentences. 





 1 Excess Baggage is a holiday programme.


 2 Dan Everett wasn’t working at the university when he first went to visit the Pirahã.


 3 Dan Everett teaches the Pirahã language.





Look at the photos. What can you guess about Dan Everett and life in the Amazon? Discuss with a partner.








What do you expect to hear on the rest of the programme? Put a tick, question mark or cross next to items 1-5. Add your own ideas and compare and discuss with a partner.





1 examples of the Pirahã language


2 details about Dan Everett’s life in America


3 people talking at the same time


4 what the Pirahã think of outsiders


5 the noise of machines


6 your ideas … 











Helping Students Become More Effective Listeners





Annie McDonald                                                � HYPERLINK "mailto:anniemcdonald@telefonica.net" ��anniemcdonald@telefonica.net�


� HYPERLINK "http://hancockmcdonald.com" ��http://hancockmcdonald.com� 

















 Listen to the next part of the interview and answer questions 1-4. Compare and discuss in small groups.





1 What does Dan say about travelling in the Amazon jungle? 


a It’s better to travel overland.


b It’s better to travel by plane.


c It’s better to travel as a group.





2 When Dan and his family arrived, how did the Pirahã react?


a They were friendly.


b They wanted presents.


c They asked him lots of questions.





3 How did the Pirahã react to Dan learning their language?


a They thought he was silly.  


b They were surprised he understood them


c They thought it was interesting.





4 What travelling experiences had Dan had before he went to the Amazon?


a He’d travelled from Southern California to Mexico. 


b He’d travelled a lot in Southern California.


c He’d travelled around Mexico.





Work closely with the audio-script to weight-up difficulty-level


1. 


P: What’s it like travelling in that part of the world?


D: It can be challenging. It’s gotten easier over the years with the advent of float planes or the easier availability of float planes, but, er, it would take us, in the early days, with the family, it was a week to two week boat trip to get in to the tribe, a very difficult situation as it required carrying large amounts of supplies for the family overland through the jungle. 





2. 


P: You mentioned there that the Pirahã were unusual in that they didn’t want any material gifts or input from the outside world. What about human input? Were they … did they welcome you and your little tribe arriving?


D They were very friendly, surprisingly so. I didn’t know what to expect but they were extremely friendly  …. 
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