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SME PRACTTCAL SOGGESTI(NS FOR THE TEACHING OF

LISTENTING OXMPREHENSION

With the application of pew methdolegies
suchh as Total Physical Response and the Natural
Approach, the teaching of comprehension becores
worthy of better attention in the  lanquage class—
oo, iring the last few years, there has been
a noticeable change of attitule by language teachers
toseard  the importonos of  omphosizing listening
and reading comprehension practice in the second/
foreign language St woulom. More Bnglish teachers
support the necesgsity and significance of including
those two skills as maln linkss of the langquage-
toaching process.

Pariicularly the recognition of listening
crmmprebansion as a ssparate ski1l iz undoubtedly
valid, 1T we take nto oconpideration that leaming
a language involves the integration and manipulation
of many skills, and specifically that listening
takas an active and essantial role in the commmunica-
rion prooess, Frean this polnt of view, thers can
not be effeckive, appropriate prodoction, if thara
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is not an adequate conprehension of what is heard,
In our foreign languags situvatioh, the necessity
of rraining the shxlents in uderstanding oral
Fng.ish inoreascs doe to the 1ittle opportunity
they have of liskening andd interacting with native
speakars 1t natural, 'mstrocturad situations.

Degpite thee attention that the listening skill
has beaen receiving durine the last few ymars, there
is still a lack of enough emphasis; above all,
there are sane agpects in the teacthing of this
3kill thak desecsw= Ltheic rightfol  ablenlbion, o
that the listening goals be more appropriately
achisved, Cne of the aspacks bhat neads to be
reconsidered has to do with the belief that listen-
ing is a passive skill, Consequently, the teaching
mplications derived Fron this view hare to be
raformed in omler to prepare the students more
adequately 1o develop ani increase btheir aural
proficiency for showing a more acceptable comprabesnn—
sicn of the English lanouage, I want to anphasize
Fhe facl Lhat listening is nobt a passive, but an
active gkill, providing at tha sane tipe, som
suggestions that you might find useful when dealing
with a listening comprebansion text.

Listening, as well as reading, has long been
oonslders=l a skill that the student would acquire
aagnewhare In the process along with other skills,
The avdiglingualism was a clear example of this
2alicf  1if we remember that students were ashkhed
to lizten and repsat rather than listen and uder-
skamd, Fortunately, research in peycholingquistics
and =ame okther areas has supplisd some lportant
input that supporis the active nature of listen-
ing eoampreheasion, Today it is well lowmn that
in ooder to grasp the meaning of somekhing beard,
the listener has to dsal with a seriwes of wvery
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complay mental processes: (1) identification oF
gurfare stroctares {(thespraker's words) Eo be able
to end up with (2} an interpretation that resembles
an underlying represcentation, and (2) utilization
of those underlying representations for addirional
paposaes, such as registering new informatiom, an-
sWoring guostions, carryving out ovders, registering
mlers, ete, In other words, the listener alsao
has to discover how s/l 1s expectaed Eo utbllize
the speakor's utterances.

Similarly, for each of these three =Steps:
identification of womds, baillding interpretations,
and utilization of those mterpretations, the listen-
er follows olher systaemalic orooresses, at the same
time that s5/he uses a combination of phonelegical,
syntactic, and semarntic strateqgies to show inferencs
of meanings, All this leads us Lo the conclusion
that listening, as a wery camplex operation carriad
ot by camlex mental oroccesses, can not be taken
for granied: on the contrary, the idea of passiveness
assaoliabted with it is totally misleading, for it
13 clear that suwech a skill reguires an active in-
volvement from the listener,

All this psywholinguistic evidence of the ackive
nature of listening cowprebensicon demands that lan-
quane  teachers review some oomon contradictory
Btrateqgies still used in the teaching of listening.
Tt iz no Longer valid, for instance, to hawe students
listen to a comversation or passage serely o ropaest
what they hear, sapetimes sven withoubk undergbandineg,
or to answer simple questions that only show reten—
tion of particular elements rather than real compre-
hensicn of the message, which is actually the main
goal when listening to someonse, The lanquage learner
shaild always e encouraged to take part 1n a more
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active proccess of listening for meaning so that,
when Erying bto undorstand & message, s/he will
= able to activate all the linguistic and non-
Tinguiatic Mmowledge that 5/he possesses.

The: Follewitng technopes have proven to be
eapaecially affective for making listening practice
a more meaningful and active task:

A. Providing a pre-listening phase,

Studonts mast not e exposex] to Lhe listening
Lext Immediately, without any previous introduction
to 1E. Nom-native listoners  stould Se provided
with sam background about the text: why the situa-
tion oocours, when and where it ocours, who the
speddaers are, what the tople iz about, and any
other necessary information, In this way, listeners
lhave the opportnicy to supply axtra-linguis-
tic nformation (based on their knowledge of the
world) that is needed bto understand what they hear,
This mast ba dotw mainly when students lack complets
mowledge about the sitoation they are about to
near, or when that knowledge differs totally from
that which native speakers have, If any of these
conditiong ia present, it will be AdAifficult to
particicate actively in the listening task, i
the contrary, if stadents have enough information
in advance, they are more likely to kake a rore
Ackive role.

This preparatory phase to set the stage for
listening might be carried out by: a) realing
reference material melated to the topic of listening,
byl making predictions about possible infoxmation
and events, as well as regarding relationships
among events and characters, o] describing fllustra-
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tinns relabted to the events d] discussing some
aspects or the gencral toplc of the text a) pre—
Feaching or reviewing sane unfamiliar wvocamnlary
Ehat ouiaht cawse difficullies For stuodents,

B, Giving the stients a parpose for listening.

Hogides alling motivation for active invoedwve—
Ment, a parpose helps the stwilents conoentrats
on the relevant nfoomalbion bhey must listen to
Tt is important to take intd . Aacoooant that
whenever we listen consciously, we do it having
a specific purpose in mil, TE we listen to the
mows, Tor instance, we want bto lmow what is taking
plare in the world, If we listen Eo a lecture,
we might do it to learn more about the toplc.
Fean whan we listen ' a joke or song, we hawe
a dJdefinite purpose; en joyment , The ol lowing
are adamples of parposes usad to dewslop listoning
skills:

Understarxling specific information,
Inderstanding general informaktion,
Satisfying a cultucal or personal interesi,
Firnding out about people's atbitudes and
opinions,

Locking for the organizarion of ideas.
Folloaring the sequence of evenks,
Prexiicbing ardd inferrowy information,
Tdentifving strictural, functicnal, amd
lexical ikams,

Tdentifywing characteristics  of  spoken
Fnglish,
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2. Assigning the students a real life task.

The Llask s whabl Lhe stwdents dare sopxosed
to do while or after listening, Aas a way of domon-
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slrating their degree of understanding, This btype
af activity not oaly provides active work in Eha
liskening pracbtice, but alsno givwes Fhe srtudenks
the opmortunity to encgRge 1n a varielby of activitiag,
often demanding the use of other verbal, nonverbal,
and grachic-type skills. Tha listening taskx can
be one of any of the following Kirwla;

1. Performing a physical tagk: identifying or

selecting pichures according to the informa-
tion heard, followding ilnstructions and dimac-
tions, organizing pictures in the correct
sequenca, locating items in Che appropriata
place on maps, graphs, oeound nlans, etc,,
drawing =scenes or pictures basad an what
the listener understood from the listening
text, or amy other ohysical task thabk couald
be developad from the material presented.

2. Transf ; = ion: taking notes, draw-

ing a diagram, map, grid, list, table, etc.,
on which stidents have to label, complete
ar plot informakion,

3. Feformulating ard evaluating information:

Summarizing, discussing, oreating suitabls
beginnings amd ends of incarplete conversa-
tions or narratives, taking roles axd perform-
ing the situations just heard,matching STARR—
Ty—-sentencas or plctures rtelated to  the
text with ome item or the geperal iAea, note-
taking in outline form, placing events and
pictures in & correct order, gJgivirg an oral
or written report, solving a proglem, talking
about  pictures based on the information
heard.
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4. Answering questions: with particrular or

goneral items, inferences, predictions, etc.
With regard to this type of task, it is im-
portant to polnt out that the ftraditicnal
kind of true/false, miltiple-choice, armd
some Wh-guestiona are not the best devices
to check comprehension. They are appropriate
ko Find out how moach of the informakion heard
is remambersd, [(memocy), butk they do not do
too mush to help the leacners deswelop their
ability to understand oral Fnglish.  To addi-
tion with this type of exaercises the students
are not being encouraged to decode messages
actively, unless they are faced with guesticns
demanding inference or Jjudgement of infor-
mation,

These are only sane of the many possible
technigues which may be usexl to stimilate achkive,
real-life listening, as oppoged to listening exclu-
gively for Ethe purpose of performing unnatural,
pasgsive classroan exercises, This same type of
meaningfol activity is also applicable to realding
comprebension, Furposeful  listening comprehensicn
activities mist be created to accompany the texts
used at the present time, With this overview of
the nature of listening, its immediate methodological
implications, and some procedures that might be
usad in the classroom, I hope to encourage the dewvel-
opment of activities which Increase listening can-
petence of spoken English,

Virginia Angalo A,
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