Teaching Aural Comprehension.

Russian methodological tradition did not treat listening as cornerstone for speech competencies formation: L- S – R-W. What  is specific? Complexity of the process from psycholinguistic point of view; approach is theoretically biased and rather atomistic. It boils down to the following:
Russian methodologists stress the importance of intonation as the instrument of differentiating between communicative types of sentences. Intonation awareness  (интонационный слух) is also a condition for successful operation of short term memory. Intonation awareness is interdependent on ear for music and is formed at about 9 (with girls 1,5 years earlier).

Secondly, they emphasize anticipation or oral foresight as a foundation for listening competencies. The foundation of it is syntactic links and structures. It exists at  sentence level and text level.
Thirdly, they expound upon redundancy as a tool and condition for listening competencies; that’s why it is methodologically faulty to read out loud a text; this would be hardly a real listening situation as redundancy norms are different. Usually what’s lacking is paralinguistic (extralinguistic means of communication):

a) acoustic: interjections, rhythm, lowering and elevation of the tone, pauses;

b) visual (mimics, gestures, stance of interlocutors );

c) tactile: handshakes, patting.

British methodologists go a step further and focus upon modulated speech of the teacher (Alan Maley “Teacher’s Voice”).
Texts for listening within Russian tradition are subdivided into authentic, adapted and didactic (аутентичные, адаптированные и дидактические).
According to А.Р. Лурия there exist 4 levels of comprehension:

a) fragmentary (level of words);

b) general (level of sentences);

c) level of syntactic unity (уровень целого смыслового куска – СФЕ);

d) text level, which is analytic.

Self-access tasks: how each level is tested? (pp.188-189 – make a table)! + Standard of Russian Federation.

Activities in Russian methodology are classified into 2 types: подготовительные и речевые:
1/ a) training the ear for lexis;

    b) teaching to anticipate;

    c) training short-term memory;

    d) coping with proper names, abbreviations;

    e) using contextual clues and otherwise guessing (словообразовательная и контекстуальная догадка).
2/ a) semi-guided listening;

    b) unguided listening (неуправляемое слушание);

    c) developing information processing skills and note-taking.

As to requirements for organizing listening practice, they boil down to the following:

a) one should operate with texts that correspond to the age-level and proficiency of students;

b) activities should correlate with other types of speech activities (part of a process);

c) the process of listening should be guided (управление учебным процессом).
Let’s juxtapose the above said with British methodological approach: 
I. Real-life listening ≠ authentic since many “authentic” texts take place against a silent background, the participants are of indeterminate age and character, speak in a standard accent, display no emotion and discuss something that has nothing to do with them personally.  What are the prerequisites for real-life listening?

     1) Purpose and expectation (the knowledge we possess in advance about the      subject matter or context of the discourse)

         Thus it is a very good idea to give students some information about the сontent, situation and speakers before they start listening.

     2) Most life situations require immediate response from the listener ( verbal or  non-verbal) so most listening tasks should be based on short, active  responses during or between parts of  listening.

     3) Visibility of the speaker ( for the age group)

     4)  Environmental clues ( noises, smells and  other stimuli ) in classroom can be represented by visual materials: illustrations, diagrams, maps and so on.
     5)  Shortness ( the head discourse is usually divided into chunks and so rarely is a memory test)

     6)  Informal speech: most of the discourse we hear is quite informal, being both spontaneous and colloquial  in character.  Redundant utterances may take form of repetitions, false starts  re-phrasings, elaborations, tautologies. Auditory character-means, among  other things, that people quickly gabble through what is unimportant. 

II. Component skills of listening:

     2.1 Hearing the sounds. ( hearing sounds non-existent in mother tongue, distinguishing between phonemes and allophonic variations, sequences and combinations  of sounds typical of English, esp. Consonant-clusters; the student is not used to the stress and intonation patterns in English. By the  way, practicing detailed intonation models is considered a dubious  practice - the way here is exposition to plenty of informal native speech.  
    2.2  Coping with redundancy and noise – that is ability to match predictions and retroactive guesses as to what was missing (the same as in reading). ‘I don’t understand a thing’ problem teachers encounter might signalize lack of this particular skill; listening to every single word might prove counterproductive . Most predictions depend on the obvious choices in vocabulary and grammar.

    2.3  Understanding colloquial vocabulary – identification of what has been learnt in a swift flow of speech. The main problem here are small functional words, the so-called ‘weak forms’; also colloquial collocations – words that through regular occurrence together become so merged that are related to as a single item.

     2.4. Fatigue and frustration fighting techniques.

    2.5 Understanding different accents – the basic should be provided – the rest can be introduced just to open students’ eyes to possibilities.

    2.6. Using visual and environmental clues – linking things to context. The trouble is that if we increase the number of details students take in, we’ll make them even more strained and frustrated. So we should teach to skim for important information, gather general import and ignore details.

III. Organization of listening.

     The question that arises first is whether authentic discourse   really provides the best training for real-life listening; it has been proved that students who learn from English native speakers do not seem to acquire noticeably better accents than those who learn from non-natives. Also, live speech does on the whole seem to be more useful, recordings should be used for definite specific purposes (to concentrate on one particular listening skill or for testing).
     All listening should be task-oriented; even native speakers find it difficult to do too many multiple choice tasks: they focus more on written skills than listening. So, one should give tasks with which 100% native speakers cope. 

     Listening tasks are meant to train not to test; the task itself should be relatively easy and the focus remain on listening itself; not too much logical inference or too many items of information to be memorized – this is a common fault. 

     Feedback should be immediate: if a student is given answers with corrections a day later he’ll reap too little benefit from it. So clues should be provided. Contextualization is also necessary in the form of pictures, diagrams, graphs – which might serve as task bases too. So a distinction should be drawn between tasks visual oriented and visual aided. Diagrams are most valuable for the former, as one simple diagram can generate a large amount of language to explain, describe or comment.

IV. Types of Listening.
British methodologists differentiate between listening for perception and listening for comprehension. The former have the main objective of training the learner to perceive correctly different sounds , sound combinations, intonation and stress. Comprehension tasks vary from ones demanding minimal response to very active ones, where listening is the basis for more sophisticated activities involving other language skills and imaginative or logical thought. Listening for perception is further subdivided into word-level tasks and sentence-level tasks where the problem of distortion of sounds in common collocation, unclear word-division and so on are put together.
4.1Word level: identifying the right phoneme, where it is last to give rare words 

 and make students aware  of the fact they have hot learnt them yet:

   ~ repetition ( having to imitate sounds help to learn them correctly);

   ~ identifying English words ( they don’t have to understand them);

   ~ referring to category - e – 1;    i – 2;

   ~ same or different;

   ~ how often do you hear it ( a bit of cheap ribbon) when a person is familiar with reading;

   ~ identifying the right word is useful bin teak, tick  or all the 3, but they should be remembered in the order they are heard out of 3 spoken ones.

           But of A bet B bet C but.

     ~ Writing the right word- one or 2 letters are missing in a list of words, supply item. One should  make allowances for or orthography.

      ~In minimal pairs practice the student is presented with juxtaposed pictures

      and asked to identify which corresponds to which heard word.

4..3 Sentence level 

   ~ repetition in 2 variants: translation into ‘ideal’ form and extract sound- re- ‘djumeik’s   production. Do not let the students see the written version!

   ~ identifying stress  and unstress ( which is even more difficult) stresses may be marked with underlining or accents, unstresses with brackets.

   ~ identifying intonation with arrows;

   ~ dictation ( first-short separate sentences)

4.3. Listening for comprehension:
   ~ following a written text;

   ~ listening to a familiar text is an easy transition from 4.1 to 4.2;

   ~ listening aided by visuals- a series of different pictures ( portraits);

   ~ diagrams ( following a route on a map) rout description is very easy to improving;

    ~ informal teacher chat /considered an excellent listening material;

    ~ stories told by installments /student get familiarized and motivated to find  out what happened next; 

    ~ obeying instructions ( to variations  of the old game ‘ Simon says’; or the  teacher does an action which may or may not correspond with the command);

    ~ constructing models ( ‘lego’ ) ;

    ~ picture dictation ( draw what you hear);

    ~ Licking off items- ( Bingo ) each student categorizes or ticks off words as he  hears them under headings of furniture/clothes. For slightly more advanced ones items can  be in bedded in a coherent passage of discourse;

    ~ true/ false exercises/ esp. false definitions of words: ‘a battle is something you eat’;

    ~detecting mistakes/ in folk-tales of the culture set or picture descriptions;

    ~aural cloze ( gaps should be far between);

    ~with a written text-detecting mistakes nonsense words are more preferable   than gaps because they cause no break in the stream of speech can incorporate some morphological clues to meaning (like ‘sprankful,  undefigable’) one more word substitute is indistinct mumble.

    ~ guessing definitions;

    ~ nothing specific info: e.g. : football results are broadcast and question: ‘Did  Toltenham win?’

    ~ is Geneva plane landing? ( in the airport);
       Students may be told to look out for different things, pooling their info  in the end; scanning can be connected with areas of info in the end ; scanning can be connecting with areas of info: ( put down the number of draws; which  commodities have gone up in price and which-down?). BBC reports are particularly suitable here.
    ~ pictures – ordering; coloring pictures ( in order to do it a student should know a lot of language to describe and spatial relations. Making alterations in  black and white copies-adding details.

    ~ naming features on the maps;
    ~ on tour plans there might be interesting discussions of a team of town  planners, having 5 sites available they have to decide where they will put a hotel, an old people’s home, a multi-story car park, a petrol stadium or a   supermarket;
    ~ ground plans- are a very easy exercise for young learners ( the students are given copies of the plan and told it is a zoo. They are to decide who’s in what cage. Instead of the zoo it can be… any more ideas? ( a school, a museum, a hospital, offices, stories, a garden);
    ~ girds: it is simply a rectangle marked  off into squares; its possibilities are far wider:
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   ~ family trees:
  ~ graphs- esp. useful for more academic classes or those concentrating on English for science and technology ( material cam be taken out of their textbooks or price lists, road-signs, TV schedules , ads, sociograms, menus, etc.  

  ~ For longer responses : repetition, paraphrase and translation ( provides security for adult learners); predictions ( of the stock formulae of the language- clichés, idioms, quotations ) then rough sketch what the person is going to say;
  ~ filling gaps ( one-sided conversations);
  ~ note-taking as a summarizing activity. 

V.  Listening as a basis for study and discussion:
  Here listening serves as a starting point, little in  a) problem-solving; b) jigsaw listening ( different passages heard in the lab may simply complement one another, or there may be contradictions or in consistencies to be resolved);
     c) complementary texts ( supplied with a grid);
     d) conflicting versions ( to evaluate info from various sources, e.g. family dispute;
     e) Interpretative listening ( perceiving variations of  socio cultural behavior - looking for clues, implied meaning etc. 

     f)  Evaluative and stylistic analysis. ( for this we need a collection of intervals comedy and drama segments, ads, and poetry ( did the reader understand and convey the meaning of the poem? Where did he read particularly well or badly?) in the above- mentioned activities listening comprehension is an integrated part of active speech production.
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