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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the listening compr ehension 

difficulti es of'Chinese learners o f English a s a f or eign 

language at the tertiary level by means of two 

listening compr ehension tests that were specifically 

designed for this paper and administered to 50 students 

in the English Department of ERWAI (the Peking Foreign 

Lan guage Institute No . 2). The s tudents• listening 

comprehension ability is evaluated on the basis of the 

resul ts of multiple-choice test items, and the students' 

oral performance in answering que stions , a l l of whi ch 

have been recorded and tran s cri be~ in full . Proceeding 

from th~ date and from the t heor y and practice of 

language t eaching and learning, suggestions relating t o 

this area are di scuss ed. 

Chapter 1 introduces t he background t o t he problem, 

in which s ome basic f acts concer ning the teaching of 

English a s a foreign language a t the primar y, secondary 

and tertiary level s in China are provided . This s erves 

as a general review of tertiary students ' entry 

beha vi our i:1 learning English a s a f oreign l anguage . 

In addition , the aims and objectives of foreign l angua ge 

teaching based on ERWAI students' futu r e professi onal 

needs are discussed . 

Chapter 2 move s to a discussion of the fo r ma t and 

procedure s of the t wo l i stening compr ehension tes ts , 

followed by the descripti on and interpretation o f th e 

te s t resul ts . 
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Chapter 3 discusses the nature of the listening 

process and surveys the listening strategies needed f or 

successful communication . 

In Chapter 4 . proposals for improving t he teaching 

of listening comprehension at ERWAI are recommended. 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

ABSTRACT 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES 

LIST OF FIGURES 

INTRODUCTION 

TABLE 

iv 

OF CONTENTS 

page 

i 

ii 

iv 

viii 

viii 

1 

CHAPTER 1: BACKGROUND TO THE PROBLEM 4 

1.1 Foreign Language Teaching and Learning 
in Primary and Secondary Schools in 
China 4 

1 .2 Teaching Materials and Techniques Used 
in Secondary Schools 5 

1 .3 Tertiary Students' Entry Behaviour 8 

1.4 English Teaching in ERWAI 8 

1.5 Aims and Objectives of the Teaching of 
English in ERWAI 14 

1.6 The Listening Needs of ERWAI Students 15 

1.7 Role of Listening in Aural-Oral 
Communication 16 

CHAPTER 2: INVESTIGATION OF LISTENING COMPREHENSION 
PERFORMANCE OF STUDENTS AT ERWAI 20 

2.1 Listening Comprehension Tests for 
this Paper 20 

2.1.1 The Controlled Listening 
Comprehension Test 

i) The Subjects 

ii) Test Content 

iii) Test Procedures 

2.1.2 The Aural-Comprehension Test 

i) Test Content 

20 

20 

22 

23 

25 

25 



V 

ii) The Subjects 

iii) Test Procedures 

2.2 Test Results 

2.2.1 Results of the Controlled 
Listening Comprehension Test 

2.2.2 Test Results Tape I A and 
Tape I B 

2.2.3 Test Results : Tape II A and 
Tape II B 

2.2.4 Results of the Aural-comprehension 
Test 

2.2.5 Test Results 

2.2.6 Test Results 

2.2.7 Test Results 

2.2.8 Test Results 

Dialogue One 

Dialogue Two 

Telephone Call 

Dialogue Three 

page 

27 

29 

29 

JO 

33 

34 

35 

36 

40 

44 

48 

2,3 Summary 50 

CHAPTER 3: THE NATURE OF LISTENING COMPREHENSION 52 

J.1 The Listening Act 52 

3.2 The Identification of the Linguistic 
Forms 55 

3.3 Prior Knowledge Related to the Touic 
of the Discourse 59 

3.4 Auditory Memory 60 

3.5 Summary 62 

CHAPTER 4: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE TEACHING OF 
LISTENING COMPREHENSION IN ERWAI 63 

4,1 Early Start to Systematic Teaching 
of Listening Comprehension - 64 

4,2 Reduction of Cognitive Load by Rapid 
Recognition of Phonological and 
Lexical Phenomena 65 

4.2.1 Recognition of Phonologica: 
Phenomena 

L.2.2 Recognition of Lexical Ite~s 

/ / 
OQ 

67 



vi 

4.J Familiarity with Listening 
Strategies 

4.3.1 Use of the Listener's Knowledge 
of Discourse Markers to Simplify 
the Task in Listening 

page 

67 

Comprehension :- 68 

4.J.2 Use of Suprasegmental Features 
of Language to Focus on Crucial 
Words 69 

4.3.J Strategy in Using Redundancy, 
Repetition and Hesitation 70 

4.3.3 Use of Knowledge of the Real 
World 72 

4.3.5 Use of Clues Suggested by 
Discourse Markers in the Context 73 

4-4 Acquistion of the Pragmatic Function 
of the Target Language Through 
Listening 74 

4.4.1 Extensive Exposure to Taped 
Materials 77 

4.4.2 Intensive Exploitation of Taped 
Materials 77 

4.4.3 Introduction to Authentic 
Listening Materials 80 

4.5 Adaptation 

4.5.1 Adaptation of Materials and 
Activities to Student Level 

4.5.2 Pre-listening 

4.5.J Note-taking 

4.6 Constancy in Practising Listening 
Comprehension 

4~7 Teacher Training 

8l 

86 

CONCLUSION 89 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 97 



vii 

page 

APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

I. The Two Passages Used in the Controlled 
Listening Comprehension Test 95 

II.The Corresponding Multiple-Choice Tests 96 

Appendix B : The Transcripts and Questions 
of the Sub-tests in the 
Aural-Comprehension Test 99 



Table 

1. 1 

2. 1 

2. 2 

2.3 

2.5 

2.6 

2.7 

2.8 

2.9 

?igure 1 : 

Figure 2: 

viii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Sample timetables for English language 
te~ching in the second semester of each 
year in 1983 

Listening task for each group 

Details of the sub-test content for the 
aural-co~prehension test 

Detailed information of the subjects in 
the aural-comprehension test 

Test results of the controlled listening 
comprehension test (a) 

Test results of the controlled listening 
comprehension test (b) 

Test results of Dialogue One 

Test results of Dialogue Two 

Test results of the telephone call 

Test results of Dialogue Three 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Diagram of the subject 

Model of the listening act 

page 

13 

24 

27 

28 

32 

33 

37 

42. 

46 

49 

22 

54 



1 

INTRODUCTION 

There exists a problem in the teaching of English as 

a foreign language in the People's Republic of China, 

particularly in ERWAI (the Peking Foreign Language 

Institute No. 2). The problem is that the students, 

who have undergone several years of formal English 

instruction, frequently remain deficient in their ability 

to actually use the language in normal communication, 

especially in its spoken mode. In more technical terms, 

there exists a problem in the students' communicative 

competence. 

Assistance must be provided to :Jtudents in develop•ing 

efficient aural-oral communication. In recent years, as 

a result of China's increased economic activities, China's 

need for foreign technology and foreign trade has been 

growing. At the same time, China has set in motion plans 

for a greatly expanded tourist industry. Both foreign 

trade and tourism require large numbers of people trained 

in foreign languages. English as a foreign language is 

the most widely taught language in secondary schools and 

tertiary institutions in China. It is clear that the 

mission of foreign language institutes is not only to 

fulfil an educational function, but also to meet the 

country's need for interpreters and translators, ERWAI, 

as a foreign language institute, has recently been 

associated with the Ministry of Tourism, and it is 

certain that this institute will be further developed 

according to the needs of the tourism industry. Students 
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of English are therefore expected to have a better 

command of the English language, and are supposed to be 

able to use what they have learned of the language to 

transmit and receive informationJ ideas and feelings. 

This demand in turn calls for large numbers of well

trained qualified foreign language teachers. The 

apparent contradiction between this urgent demand for 

foreign language professionals and the students' 

deficiency in actually using the language makes it 

imperative for language teachers to provide more 

efficient ways to develop students' communicative 

competence. 

However, it is impossible to make any effective 

decision on how.to assist students without knowing their 

actual problems and without knowing to what extent these 

problems have impaired their learning. Above all, it is 

essential to determine what has actually caused the 

problems~ So, in order to increase our awareness of 

students' actual difficulties in communication through 

spoken language, a study has been undertaken which 

involves 50 students. who are studying at ERWAI. 

Two kinds of tests have been given to the students. 

One is a controlled listening comprehension test in which 

two variables - pace of delivery and accent - have been 

isolated for investigation. This controlled test is to 

determine whether, and to what extent, pace and accent 

can affect listening comprehension. The second aural

comprehension test is based on five dialogues and a 

simulated telephone call. In this test, the students' 

)erformance has been recorded and transcribed in full, 
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though 1t will not be possible to examine all of the 

oral and aural problems revealed in the data from the 

various students. The primary focus of this paper will 

be placed on the listening aspect, which is the 

receptive part of communication through the spoken mode. 

It is hoped that this paper will be of value in 

describing some of the factors that influence students' 

listening ability by illustrating the examples from the 

data. collected in ERWAI. It is also hoped that this 

paper will serve as a general review of students ' 

problems in listening comprehension. 
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CHAPTER 1 

BACKGROUND TO THE PROBLEM 

Before discussing the teaching and learning of 

listening comprehension, it will be helpful to briefly 

review the teaching and learning of English as a foreign 

language in China and in ERWAI (the Peking Foreign 

Language Institute No. 2). Such a review will help to 

account for the problem as described in the introduction. 

1 .1 Foreign Lan gua g e Teachin g and Learning in Primar-: 

and Secondary Schools in China 

Formal education in China consists of elementary, 

secondary and tertiary institutions. The years devoted 

to each level are : six for elementary, three plus three 

for secondary, and four to five for tertiary. 

Foreign language instruction is rare at the 

elementary level, though the policy is that foreign 

language instruction will begin in mid-ele• entary school 

as soon as there are sufficient numbers of teachers 

available to make that possible, At present. only in some 

major cities such as Peking, Shanghai, Nanking and Canton 

are there schools associated with foreign language 

institutes which begin foreign language instruction in the 

early grades and continue throughout secondary school. 
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In secondary schools, English is the most common 

foreign language taught. It is a standard part of the 

secondary curriculum and is required throughout 

secondary school and on through the tertiary level. 

However, some secondary schools can only start the 

teaching of English from mid-secondary school instead of 

starting from the earlier stage because there are not 

enough English teachers. 

The lack of English teachers is a problem in many 

secondary schools. Among the practising English teachers, 

many of them are, in fact. recycled Russian teachers with 

minimal English proficiency; others have entered the 

profession by self-learning through radio and television, 

or by taking the in-service training courses provided by 

local education bureaus. The in-service training courses 

emphasize the importance of English language skills but 

give little or no training in methodology. 

1.2 Teaching Materials and Technia ues Used in Secondarv 

Schools 

The teaching materials used in secondary schools i n 

all provinces are a series of English textbooks called 

'Unified English Course for Middle School', which are 

compiled by teams of writers under the direction of the 

Ministry of Education. Each unit in the textbooks 

consists of a 'drill section', which has two or three 

short dialogues of a ~uestion and ans~er type; a 'text 

section'. which is a short passage; a 'new word and 

8Xpression section', which provides Chinese glosses and 

pionetic transc~i?tio~s or the vocabulary items that 
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appear in the previous two sections: a 'grammar section' 

which describes in Chinese the grammatical teaching point 

for this unit; and finally a set of exercises provided 

for the practice of the grammar taught in the unit and 

for the revision of the previously presented materials. 

Usually these exercises are completion exercises such as 

filling in the blanks. with prepositions, or adding a 

given tense morpheme to a verb; trans fa rma tion drills 

such as changing affirmative sentences into interrogative 

sentences, or into negative sentences; and classifying 

words in sentences according to. their part of speech with 

the help of the table given. 

These English tex~books a~e rigidly controlled 

according to grammatical teaching points. The language 

used, especially in the •text section', is strictly 

controlled for syntax, therefore the text often sounds 

unnatural and artificial, such as the one below written 

entirely in the present progressive tense 

A Geography Lesson 

The students are having their geography class now. 
The teacher is asking them questions. One 
student is standing. He is answering the teacher's 
question. Many students are putting up their 
hands. 

(Unified English Course for Middle Scho.ol, Book 2: 84-8 5) 

As for the teaching techniques in secondary school 

classrooms, they are typically limited to repetition, 

questioning, and correctio~. all of which are intended to 

assist and reinforce total memorization of a given lesson. 

In other words, these techniques stress rote learning. 

The schools expect the students merely to b e able to 

obtain knowledge through the written form of the language. 
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So, even if the students might understand what they are 

reading and can write quite well, they usually have great 

difficulty in understanding spoken English and in making 

verbal exchanges through the spoken language. 

The students 1 weaknesses in listening and speaking 

ability can also be easily seen from the results of the 

nation-wide entrance examination held annually. For the 

candidates who apply to study English or other foreign 

languages as their major subjects at the tertiary level, 

they must take not only the written examination, but also 

the oral examination. The written examination usually 

tests the students 1 ability to use the grammatical 

knowledge they have learned. It usually consists of a 

spelling test, a grammar or vocabulary recognition test 

in the form of multiple choice, and some other productive 

tests such as sentence completion, and translation of 

sentences or short passages either from English into 

Chinese, or from Chinese into English. The or al 

examination usually consists of two parts. One involves 

the reading aloud of a passage, followed by questions 

based on the passage. The other is an interview. The 

interview, of course, cannot be expected to be very 

difficult. Most of the questions asked are highly 

predictable information questions based on the students' 

own personal experience, such as 'What 1 s your name? 1 , 

'Where are you from?' and so on. Performance is usually 

adequate with such questions, which can be anticipated 

and prepared in advance by the students. Yet for the less 

predi eta cl e questions, say, 1 In what way do you think 

inglish is useful? 1 , the testee may have setious 
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comprehension problems. He may want to ask the tester t o 

repeat it slowly. and it is often the case that he cannot 

really answer this kind of question at all. Personal 

experience as a tester in the entrance examination also 

confirms that the candidates do significantly better in 

the written examination than in the oral. 

1.3 Tertiary Students' Entry Behaviour 

Thus. when the students are enrolled into tertiary 

institutions, they have a background knowledge of the basic 

structures and tenses of the English grammar, and they have 

the ability to read simplified materials. Yet, they have 

difficulty in expressing their ideas in full sentences, 

their pronunciation needs constant correction, and their 

listening comprehension ability is quite weak. 

1 .4 English Teaching in ERWAI 

The English Department in ERWAI has been the biggest 

department since the institute was set up in 1964. From 

1964 to 1966, though the grammar translation method still 

dominated foreign language teaching in China, ERWAI as a 

new institution introduced on a small scale the aural-oral 

method and the direct method, in which classes were mainly 

conducted by foreign teachers who were employed to teach 

in ERWAI. In other classes, foreign teachers would also 

come to class about two to four hours a week, hoping that 

the students could use the opportunity to improve their 

listening and speaking ability. But unfortunately, before 

any effective results could be evaluated, the 'Cu l tural 

Revolution' broke out. Schools and institutions wi t hout 
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exception were closed down. This situation, in which 

normal education was impossible, lasted for several years. 

When the schools were reopened, foreign language 

standards had declined along with those of other subjects. 

In some areas of the country, foreign language instruction 

had been considered among the irrelevant subjects to be 

down-played or eliminated, so little foreign language 

instruction was actually possible in those areas. In 

other areas where the situation was more favourable to 

foreign lan.guage instruct ion, though there was some 

teaching using the audio-lingual approach or the direct 

method, there were problems of continuity. The English 

Department in ERWAI was then one of the depart~,nts under 

such circumstances. Very few people were doing research 

on teaching approaches or methodology to support the 

experiment. During that time, foreign language 

instruction was actually interrupted by overly heavy 

doses of politics, extensive trips to factories and the 

countryside, and general attention to concerns of the post 

'Cultural Revolution' period. 

After the fall of the Gang of Four in 1976, foreign 

languages became doubly important. China increased her 

speed of economic development and depended increasingly on 

certain types of foreign technology and foreign trade. 

China also planned to expand tourism, requiring large 

numbers of foreign language specialists. Thus the demand 

for training in foreign languages grew, and has become a 

major priority. 

Though English has been widely taught in China since 

1976, there has been no systematic -'-- • • I 

L, raining 1.n language 
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teaching methodology. Due partly to this lack of 

systematic training, the methodology used varies from 

institution to institution, and from individual teacher 

to individual teacher. Generally speaking, those teachers 

who are interested in trying new ideas will draw bits from 

different approaches or methods, and use what we call an 

'eclectic' method which they think most suitable for their 

own teaching. Therefore, a combination of grammar 

translation, direct and audio-lingual methods can be found 

in English classes. The most common classroom activities 

are oral repetition exercises, substitution drills and 

combination drills, oral translation exercises (English 

into Chinese, and Chinese into English), reading aloud 

activities, identification of parts of speech, questions 

and answers between the teacher and the student, or 

repetition of taped sentences by students. 

The wide variability in both teaching techniques and 

teacher expertise is also partly due to the seriousness of 

what we Chinese call the 'deafness' and rdumbness 1 

problems among Chinese learners of foreign languages. 

These problems, which result from the defects of the 

traditional translation method, a~e so serious that some 

people who can read and write Snglish quite well, or ~an 

even translate whole books from 3nglish into Chinese, 

cannot speak English freely and fluently. They have even 

greater difficulty in understandi~g the spoken language of 

native speakers. Many teac~ers have therefore been trying 

to deal with these problems by trying bits of different 

methods, and this has led to the wide variations in 

teaching methods and tec~niqu~s. 
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Given the urgent necessity to develop students' 

competence in understanding and using spoken language, 

these areas are given immediate and sustained attention 

for the first two years of the ERWAI course. When 

students first come to~~RWAI, they must spend four weeks 

of remedial work on their English pronunciation. The 

teacher 1 s work during this period is to show students 

how the 48 English phonemes are produced according to 

their place and manner of articulation, and at the same 

time to get them to distinguish these different sounds 

auditorily. Most students will benefit from this period, 

becoming aware of the wea-knes ses in their pronunciation, 

and knowing how to correct them. 

The main focus of the class then shifts to the 

learning of the prescribed textbooks. A book compiled 

by a team of teachers in the English Department is 

usually used as a supplementary textbook. It provides 

a general revision of all tenses and grammatical 

points. The other text used has been compiled by native 

speakers of English. Textbooks such as 'Practice and 

Progress' by L.G. Alexander, and 'English For Today' by 

the National Council of Teachers 0£ English were used in 

previous years, while in recent years I Kerr...el Lessons 

Int~rmediate' by Robert O'Neill has taken over. 

In class, both teachers and students are encouraged 

to speak exclusively in English. This classroom 

environment, unlike at the seconda~y level, provides the 

s tudents with access to the Znglish language in its 

s poken mode. This ~s nevertheless far from e n ough 

be cause each English class lasts only 50 minutes, and 
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there are only two such 50 minute classes a day. The 

students will not have sufficient time for the traini ng 

of listening comprehension if they depend only on these 

classes. Thus, more listening comprehension practice i s 

usually provided after class. A tape recorder and 

recorded tapes of the texts and exercises are available 

in every classroom, and students are asked to listen to 

them after class. However, even this supplementary 

resource is not fully utilized by the students because 

of some other factors. They are accustomed to using 

their visual capacity to learn English and would rather 

read their textbooks than spend hours listening to the 

tape. 

Listening comprehension is not treated as a 

separate course unit until the students come to the 

second semester. In order to have a better view of the 

curriculum design for the students of English in ERWAI, 

sample timetables for English language teaching in the 

second semester of each year in 1983 are presented 

in Table 1 . 1 _. 



13 

Table 1.1: Sample timetables for English language 
teaching in the second semester of eadh 
year in 1983 

year 

hour First Second Third Fourth per week 
course : 

unit : 

Intensive reading 8 8 6 

Extensive reading 4 4 

Listening 2 2 2 

Speaking 2 1 

Writing 2 

Film show 2 2 

Literature 2 

Translation 2 

Interpretation 

Newspaper reading 

Note : 

Intensive reading deals with the thorough 
understanding of the texts learned. In this 
course unit, grammar, sentence structure , 
vo ca oulary, and useful expressions ar.e 
considered t o be the teaching poin ts . 

Ext en sive reading is concerned wi th r eadin g 
for general understanding, speed reading 
and so on. 

~h e f~lm s how provides students with chances 
for v isual experience as well as l is tening . 
Tes ts ar e not required . The fi lms shown a re 
usual ly short documentary fi lms, cartoons or 
commercially ava ilable fi lms f or the 
teaching of English. 

4 

4 

2 

2 
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The proportion of time devoted to the listening course 

unit for each year thus comes out as : 2/18 for the 

first year, 2/17 for the second year, 2/14 for the 

third year, and 0/12 for the fourth year. 

1. 5 Aims and Objectives of the Teaching of En glish in 

ERWAI 

It is not certain how many students will work as 

interpreters when they graduate from ERWAI, bu t judging 

from studentsr assignment to work in previous years, and 

bearing in mind the fact that ERWAI is now associated 

with the Ministry of Tourism, it is quite safe to 

predict that most graduates will be foreign language 

workers mainly using aural-oral skills. This si tuation 

makes it urgent for the institute to provide efficient 

ways of helping the students build up their 

communicative competence. 

The term communicative competence, which came into 

prominence through the sociolinguistic work of D.H. 

Hymes, refers to the speaker's competence to communicate 

in the target language. It is important to recognize 

that while the ability to produce correct sentences is a 

crucial one in th~ learning of a language , it is not the 

only ability the learner needs to acquire. 1 The 

learning of a language involves not only acquiring the 

ability to compose correct sentences, but also acquiring 

an understanding of which sentences are appropriate in a 

particular context.' (Widdonson, 1918: 2-3) . That is to 

say, a good language learn er should not only understand , 

speak, read and write the language he l ea~ns , but should 
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also know how the language is used to communicate 

effectively. 

English teaching in a foreign language institute 

such as ERWAI should therefore aim at assisting the 

students to develop their ability to communicate 

effectively in the setting in which they find th ems elves. 

The objectives of English learning are both in the 

mastery of vocabulary, formal sentence patterns and 

structures, and in the mastery of the usage of the 

language in order to accomplish the ability to 

communicate effectively. The linguistic mastery of the 

language is therefore only a means of achieving the 

ultimate aim - effective communication. 

1.6 The Listenin g Needs of ERWAI Students 

~ The most likely future occupations of ERWAI 

graduates are as follows 

1. tourist guides; 

2. interpreters in different departments who may 

possibly have the opportunity to go to Englis~ 

speaking countries to work as interpreters for 

Chinese delegations or to attend conferences; 

3. post-graduate students stu~ying at different 

universities for academic pur?oses. 

The listening comprehension skill, then is a crucial 

skill that will form the basis of their future contacts 

with native speakers of English. In order ta ~eet the 

students' future professional needs, the teaching of 

listening comprehension should have the following as its 

specific objectives. Students neea to be able to: 
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1 • understand the native speaker's speech at 

normal speed in both structured and 

unstructured situations; 

2. understand different accents such as the 

British, the North American, Australian , and 

t~e New Zealand accents; 

3. be aware of the affective clues given by stress , 

intonation, and volume ; 

4. extract specific information from spoken 

dis course; 

5. listen to spoken dis cou rse for general 

understanding; 

6. infer the meaning of utterances. 

Corresponding to these speci fic purposes in helping t he 

stud en t s, the stud en ts need a c·cess to a wide r ange of 

spoken data. These should include the following : 

1. news on r adio or TV ; 

2. informal conversations or chats; 

3 . tele phone con versations ; 

4. formal lectures and tutorials; 

5. formal sp eeches at formal f unctions; 

6. nego tiations ; 

7. i nterviews , bo th f ormal an d informal; 

8. fil:ns; 

9. advert isem ents; 

1 0 . pu blic announcemen t s. 

1 .7 Ro l e of Li stenin£ in Aural-Or a l Communicati ons 

Amon g th e fo u r sk i ll s - lis ten ing . s peaking . r eadin g 

an d wri t ing - Chin ese students of En gl ish will us ually 
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find that listening and speaking skills are the most 

difficult ones to master. The difficulty in these two 

areas is partly due to the nature of language teaching 

in the secondary schools, where the listening and 

speaking skills are neglected. The students have had no 

chance to expose themselves to the language they are 

learning in its spoken mode. In addition, when they are 

studying at the tertiary level, though there is greater 

emphasis on listening and speaking skills, there has 

been no systematic training in the teaching of listening 

comprehension. After two or three years studying in 

ERWAI, students still do not feel confident in 

communicating through the spoken mode. They have 

considerable difficulty in understanding the native 

speaker's speech and in expressing themselves freely and 

fluently in the target language. These problems are 

clearly apparent from the study made recently among the 

Chinese students of English in ERWAI for the purpose of 

this paper. 

1.\n act of communication through the spoken language 

is most commonly performed in face to face interactions 

and occurs as part of a dialogue or other form of verbal 

exchange. It is, therefore, very much dependent on one's 

understanding of what else has been said in the 

interaction. When one is having a conversation with 

others, it is impossible to continue the discourse if 

one always says something that has nothing to do with 

the previous remarks. Such isolated remarks can only 

cause the breakdown of the conversation. One of the 

four maxims identified by Grice as being fundamental to 
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maintaing conversations as cooperative ventures is 1 Be 

relevant. Make your contribution relevant to the 

ongoing conversation. 1 (Larsen~Freeman, 1980: 52). Thus 

one important element when one is talking to others is 

the need to constantly understand what has been said in 

the discourse so that one can in some way derive meaning 

from what has already been mentioned and continue the 

conversation by adding an appropriate input. This kind 

of verbal exchange -'talking 1 - is a reciprocal exchange 

in which bot~ reception and production play a part 

(Widdowson, 1978: 60-61). That is to say, when we talk, 

we must listen in order to catch the idea of the 

discourse and at the same time be ready to say something 

that contributes to the continuation of the conversation 

to make it a real communicative activity. 

However, listening as the receptive part of talking 

is not a simple process of just picking up what has been 

said by others, though the ear is quite a sensitive 

organ. One can hear whether one wan ts to or not, in the 

sense that any sound within range arrives at one 1 s ear 

and is transmitted. When listening, one does not have 

to attend to all the sounds produced by the speaker; 

rather, one pays attention to only those elements that 

are of interest or are crucial to the understanding of 

the communication. 

one has to: 

In other words, when one listens, 

1. recognize that the signals received by t he ear 

relate to the phonological and grammatical 

system of the language concerned: 

2. recogr.ize the signification of ser:tences; 
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J. decode the meaning of the function of the 

language forms; 

4. recognize how the use of a particular 

sentence relatesto what else has been said in 

the interaction. 

Chastain (1976: 278) claims that 'The phonological 

system of the language is acquired by listening, and 

oral communication is impossible without a listening 

skill that is much more highly developed than the 

speaking skill. Listening skills serve as the basis for 

the development of speaking.'· 
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CHAPTER 2 

INVESTIGATION OF LISTENING COMPREHENSION 

PERFORMANCE OF STUDENTS AT ERWAI 

Listening Como rehension Tests for This Paoer 

In order to increase our awareness of the problems 

faced by ERWAI students in listening comprehension, two 

tests were designed and administered to ERWAI students 

in June, 1983. One test is a controlled listening 

comprehension test, in which certain conditions are 

varied, while all other conditions are held constant. 

The effect of these variations on the performance of the 

students is then observed, The second test is an aural

comprehension test in the form of questions and answers 

based on five dialogues and a simulated telephone call. 

2.1.1 The Controlled Listening Comorehension Test : 

Wishing to discover whether and to what extent the 

pace of delivery and speaker accent affect the students' 

performance in listening comprehension, a controlled 

listening comprehension test was designed, in whic~ 

variables such as the subjects, test content and voice 

quality were held constant, while the pace and the 

accent of the speaker were varied in turn. 

i) The Sub j ects 

The subjects were selected based on the 

result of their mid-term listeni~g comprehension t~st 

which was in May, 1983, together with teacher 
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evaluations of the students' ability in listening 

comprehension. The aim was to select a group of 

subjects whose competence in listening was as uniform 

as possible. 

According to the ERWAI teachers who were 

consulted, the two passages selected for this test were 

suitable for the second year students in ERWAI. It was 

thus decided that the subjects for this test would be 

chosen from the 90 students in the second year, The 

selection was carried out in the following ways 

Firstly, the results for the 90 students on the mid-term 

listening comprehension test were examined, T~e mean 

score of this test was 72, with a range from 44 to 91. 

Forty-five out of the ninety students scored between 65 

and 75. The names of these forty-five students were 

placed together on what was called List One, Secondly, 

in order to ensure that the students who were to take 

the test were as uniformly competent in listening as 

possible, the teachers were asked to evaluate their 

students' listening ability. They were asked to list 

those students whose mastery of English, especially their 

ability in listeninb comprehension, was considered to be 

at a similar level. 

50 students' names. 

This for~ed List Two, consisting of 

Thirdly, the names on List One and 

List Two were then studied a~d the 32 names ~~at appeared 

on both lists were selected as the subjects~~~ the test. 

Due to various reasc~s, however, only 22 were cresent on 

the test day. These :2 students were then a~ain evenly 

divided into two g~cups 

required by the for-::s,~t. of the tes:.. Tl1c ~roc ,c1 ss o~~ 
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selection is illustrated in figure 1 . 

Figure 1 : Diagram of the subject selection process 

Mid- term --+List 
test result One Group A 

~ 
The subjects 

/ 
Teachers• 

~ List evaluation Two / ~ Group B 

ii) Test Content 

It was decided that two different short 

passages would be used for the test . These two 

passages should: 

1. neither be too difficult nor too easy; 

2 . be read at different speeds and t hen with 

different accents; 

J. use multiple-choice test items to check 

the students' understanding of the 

passages. 

The first passa ge, used for Tape I A and Tape I B, was 

entitled 1 Austr~lian ~nglish 1 and was 150 words long. 

It was adapted from 'Snglish For Today', Book Five -

Life in English-speaking Countries , by the National 

Council of Teac~ers of ~nglish International Studen~ 

Edition , Mac graw-Hill Inc., 1967. The other passage, 

'On the Streat 1 , was 120 words long and was recorded as 

Tape II A and T~~e II ~ This passage was desi gned 

specifically fo:- th i s test by a ~ative-speaker teacher 

of Engli sh. T:1 e -:rs:,sc:-iotions of the t·.,o pa ssages and 

the multiole - cio~~e ~ests a re nres ented i ~ App endix A. 
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Both Tape I A and Tape I B had exact l y t he 

sam e content and were recorded by a native speaker usin g 

t he same accent, namely Educated Australian English . 

The two tapes differed only with respect to thei r pace 

of delivery. Tape I A had a speed of 80 words per 

minute, while Tape I B had a speed of 142 words per 

minute . Tape II A and Tape II B, on t he other hand, were 

recorded at the same speed (13J words per minute), but 

t hey varied in accent . Tape II A was read by a native 

speaker using Broad Aus~ralian English, while Tape II B 

used Educated Aust ralian English. 

iii) Test Procedures 

Thi s controlled listening comprehension test 

was conducted in a language laboratory. This had the 

advantages of 

1. ensuring that each subj ect could hear the 

recorded test equally clearly ; 

2 . ensuring tha t each subj ect was operating 

unde r the sam e testing condi tions ; 

J . reducing outside interfe rence to a 

min i mun; and 

4. enablin g _the administrators to detec t and 

hal t any at tem~ts a t dis cussion amon g th e 

studen ts. 

Grouo A students listen ed to Tap e I A a nd Tap e II A, 

Group 3 listened to Tape ! B an d Tape II B. The ta sk of 

each group and th e detail s of each tape ar e shown in 

Table 2 . 1 below : 
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Table 2.1 Listening task for each group 

Group Tape Tape Content Speed (w.p,ra.) Accent 

Tape I A Australian ~nglish 80 E • .A.E. 
Group A 

Tape II A On the Street 133 B.A.E. 

Tape I B Australian English 142 E.A.E. 
Group B 

Tape II B On the Street 133 E .A.E. 

Note: E.A.E. stands for Educated Australian English. 
B.A.E. stands for Broad Australian English. 

In addition, before the test, each student 

was made to understand the procedures for the test, 

which were set as follows: 

1. Students will listen to the passage only 

once; 

2. The sheet of multiple-choice test items 

will not be given to the students until 

they have listened to the passage; 

3. The multiple-choice test items should be 

done independently. Discussion, 

consultation and copying are strictly 

forbidden; 

4. Ample time will be given to finish the 

multiple-choice items; 

5. Multiple-choice comprehension test items 

on the two different passages will be 

done separately. 

2xactly the same sets of comprehension questions were 

~sed for each corresponding passage so that the students 

in Group A and Grouo B listened to the same passages an d 
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answered the same comprehension questions. Since Group 

A and Group B have roughly the same level of ability in 

listening comprehension, this controlled listening 

comprehension test is actually testing one variable at 

one time. That is to say. Tape I focuses exclusively on 

the pace variable, while Tape II focuses on the accent 

variable. In this way these crucial variables in 

listening comprehension could be examined in isolation. 

While these are of course not the only variables relevant 

to listening comprehension, this particular test did not 

investigate other variables due to limitations of time. 

It was hoped, however, that such a test would establish 

both a stimulus and a valid precedent for future research 

into listening comprehension at ERWAI. 

2.1.2 The Aural-Comprehension Test 

In order to find out how successfully ERWAI 

students can understand and infer meaning when listeni~g 

to native speakers, a second test was designed and 

administered to ERWAI students in first,-second and third 

year. It was hoped that the data obtained would provide 

further and broader insights into the listening problems 

encountered by ERWAI students. 

i) Test Content 

The aural-comprehension test consisted of five 

dialogues and a telephone call, all recorded by native 

speakers. The five dialogues were taken from the book 

'Talk Back', compiled by the Commonwealth Department of 

Education for the Migrant Education Program in Australia 

(1979). The teleohone call was written and recorded 
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specifically for this test by a native English speaker. 

Though the five dialogues selected are 

simulated dialogues, they attempt to be realistic by the 

following means : 

1. They use hesitation and pauses at nat~~al 

breaks and the intonation sounds more 

natural than other simulated ,dialogues; 

2 . They use not only a clearly arti culated 

Educated Australian accent, but also a 

more standard, less markedly edu ca ted 

Australian accent, and a broad 

Australian accent; 

J. They contain some incomplete utterances 

that are usually found in real 

conversation; 

4. Instead of using formal language, they 

use such colloquial expressions as , 

'lately, it's been getting on top of me a 

bit. I 'Don't let your wife work you into 

the ground.'• 'You won't have a leg to 

stand on if you do that . 1 , and so on . 

5. The speed of the recorded dialogues is 

neither markedly rapid , nor at a 

'classroom pace 1 • 

The transcripts of the dialogues, the telephone call and 

the questions asked are in Appendix B. Table 2.2 

illustrates in detail the sub-te s t content of this aural

c omprehension test. 
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Tabl e 2.2 : Details of the sub-test content for the 
au ral- comprehension test 

Sub-test Content Length Speed { w .p.1'1.) Accent 

Dialogue 1 TV leasing 34 sec. 173 Educated 

Dialogue 2 Barbecue 25 sec. 147 Educated 

Phone call Passing 
message 

on a 
70 sec. 67 Educated 

Dialogue .3 The runaround 60 sec. 162 Standard 

Trouble with Dialogue 4 the back 105 sec. 137 Broad 

Dialogue 5 Trouble with 145 sec. 138 Standard the landlord 

ii) The Sub j ects 

I 

Altogether 28 ERWAI students , ranging from 

first year to third year, took this test . Among the 28 

students, six are from first year, who entered the 

coll ege in September, 1982, ten a re second year studen ts 

who were enrolled into the institute in September, 1981, 

and twelve are third year students who came to the 

institu t e in September, 1979 . Their ages range from 18 

to 24, including 13 males and 15 fe males . Table 2. 3 

gi ves detailed i nfo rmation regarding the subjects . 
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Table 2. 3 Detailed information of the subjects in the aural-comprehension test 

Test Content 
) = number of times testee listened to tace 

Year Total number Student Sex Age D. 1 • D.2. T.C. D.3. D. 4. D.S. 
1s t 6 student 1 M 18 2, 2 3 

2 F 21 , 2 2 2 
3 M 18 2 2 2 
I, F 19 2 3) 3 
5 M 18 2 2 3 
6 F 18 2 2 

?. ncl 10 student? M 19 2 2 
8 M 19 2 2 2 
9 F 19 3 3 2 

10 M 20 2 2 
11 F 20 2 2 
12 M 21 2 2 
1J F 19 2 3 
14 M 22 4 
15 F 19 I. 
16 F 19 4 

3r d 12 student17 F 21 2 3 
18 M 24 2 3 
19 M 21 2 3 
20 F 20 3 3 
21 F 18 2 (3 
22 F 20 3 3 
23 M 21 3 (2 
21. F 21 2 2 ( 2 ) 
25 F 21 2 2 
26 F 21 2) 3 
27 M 21 l. ( .3) (3) 
28 M 21 4 

l\) 
CX) 
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iii) Test Procedures 

The test was administered in a normal 

classroom environment and was given to one student at a 

time. Each tape was played at least twice, with some 

students needing to listen three or four times before 

they tried to answer the questions based on the material 

recorded. The oral responses given to these questions 

by each subject were recorded and transcribed. 

Unlike in the previous test, here no visual 

clue is provided for the students. What the testee must 

do is first understand the questions asked, and then try 

to answer orally according to his comprehension. The 

testee's listening comprehension is judged according to 

his oral performance. Though the administration of this 

test and the examination of its results proved to be 

very time-consuming, it nevertheless was of value in 

judging the students' understanding of the text, 

especially their inferencing ability. The data obtained 

provided considerable scope for describing the extent of 

successful comprehension over a range of topics, as well 

as for speculating as to the possible causes of 

rniscomprehension or non-comprehension. The data are 

particularly i~teresting with regard to the students' 

inferencing skills. 

Tie results of the two listen i ng 

comprehension tests d~scribed above will be d i scussed in 

the following sections. 

2.2 Test Results 

The rcsul:.s of -::,i1e two listenin ,s comprehen sio n 
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tests - the controlled listening comprehension test and 

the aural-comprehension test - were assessed in 

different ways according to their format. In the former. 

which was tested via multiple-choice items, one mark was 

given to the correct answer in each item. fhese scores 

were used as the basis for evaluating the testees 1 

performance. In the latter test, on the other hand, 

evaluation was based on the oral performance of the 

testees, which had been recorded and transcribed. 

2.2.1 Results of the Controlled Listening Comp rehension 

Test 

One point was awarded for the correct answer, 

yielding a maximum possible score of 5 for each passage. 

In the fifth question of Tape II the subjects were 

required to write down the last sentence they had heard 

on the tape. This question was also scored as 1 point, 

but because the sentence contained a total of 10 words, 

each correct word was awarded 0.1 point. For the sake 

of clarity, the results on ~he two tapes are presented 

in the form of tables. Table 2.4 shows the detailed 

mark distribution, the total mark of each group. and the 

correlation coefficient of the two groups working on the 

two controlled versions of the same passage. Table 2.5 

shows the score percentage of the individual testee, the 

frequency of the percentage, and the mean score of each 

group. 

As has been mentioned in the previous sections, 

the candidates in both Group A and Group B have more or 

less the same ability in listening comprehension; t h ey 
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listened to the same passages which were read by the 

same speaker but at different speeds or with different 

accents; and they did the same set of multiple-choice 

tests. The results of the tests can therefore be 

compared and interpreted according to the relative 

scores and correlation coefficient between the two tests. 



Table 2 .4: Test results of the controlled listening comprehension test (a) 

tape Tape I A (80 w. p.m, ) Tape I B (142 w.p.m.) T II A(Broad Aust. 
item ape English) 

No 

Student score 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 .3 4 5 
No. 

1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 
2 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 
3 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 
4 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 
5 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 ' 1 0 0 0 
6 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 
7 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 
8 . 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 
9 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 

10 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 
11 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 

sub-total of 
correct responses 7 2 4 10 2 3 2 3 7 3 8 9 1 3 0 
in ri(td1 .i. !,em 

t o t.r, 1 of 
correct responses 25 18 21 
l,y U10 grou p 

c o1Tr.:lu tion 
c:o,~ (Ticien t 0,82 O.?O 

·r:-. 
' 

.... :... _., .. ~, ........ 

Ta e II n_Educated Aust: 
p English) 

1 2 .3 4 5 

1 1 0 0 0.5 
1 1 1 0 0. 4 
1 1 1 0 0.7 
1 1 1 0 0.5 
1, 0 0 0 o.o 
1 1 1 0 0 ,8 
1 1 0 0 0.5 
1 1 0 0 O. l 
0 1 1 0 0.7 
1 1 0 0 o. 4 
0 1 1 1 o.o 

9 10 6 1 4. 9 

30.9 

\;.) 
I\) 
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Table 2. 5 

Content 

Tape I A 
(80 w.p.m.) 

Tape I B 
( 1 42 w. p. m.) 

Tape II A 
(Broad 
Australian 
En.dish) 

Tape II B 
(Educated 
Australian 
English) 
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Test results of the controlled listening 
comprehension test (b} 

Comprehension 
Frequency Mean Score Percentage 

80 2 
60 3 

4.5 40 2 
20 4 

80 1 
40 5 3.3 20 4 
0 1 

60 3 
40 4 3.8 20 1 

0 1 

76 1 
74 1 
70 1 
68 1 
60 1 5.6 54 1 
50 2 
48 2 
20 1 

2.2.2 Test Results : Tao e I A and Tao e I B 

Tape I A, which is delivered at a speed of 80 

words per minute, results in a total score of 25 points 

with a mean score of 4.5. whereas, as a result of ~he 

increase in the pace of delivery from 80 words per 

minute to 142 words per minute, the total score drops to 

18 points with a mean score of 3.3, the correlation 

coefficient between the two group scores being 0.82. 

~hat the results show here is that the pace of delivery 

of an oral message ca~ affect the aural perception of 

these Chinese learners of English. For this partic~lar 

passage, they comprehended 45.5% when the speed was 

slowed down to 80 words oer minu~e. but when the 
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speaker sped up to 142 words per minute, their 

comprehension of the message fell to 32.7%, with a 

difference of 12.8%. Thus, speed of the delivery of 

an oral message can be one of the factors that affect 

the listening comprehension of fore ign language 

learners . 

2.2.J Test Results Tape II A and Tap e II B 

Both Tape II A and Tape I I Bare perf ormed by the 

same spea ker at the same speed of 133 words per minute , 

but Tape II A uses Broad Australian English while Tape 

II Buses Educa ted Australian English. If we co mpare 

the test results of Tape II A and Tape II B, we find 

that a change in accent can cause a decrease in the 

overall perception of spoken discourse. The total score 

i ncreases frofu 21 p~ints to 30.9 points when the accent 

changes from Broad to Edu ca ted Australian English. Here 

are some specific exampl es of the difference : 

In Tape I I A, where t he word •Saturday ' is utte red 

a s /Std ~/ i n broad a ccent, only one student got it 

right, three heard it as TThursday' , and the other seven 

students miss ed it en tirely. On th e o ther hand, in Tape 

II B, where the word I Saturday r is pronounced as 

/s.iet~dtt, /, six students got it ri ght , In addition, in 

Item 5, where the sentence 'I might change the colour of 

my hair, I think.' is produced as / .Dt- 1n))1., ty,vrtd3 ~a 

Jc A I ci a v fTU) L. h.f. c> p L G L 9 k / , on l y three o u t o f t he 

eleven stude~ts in G~oup A wrote down any wo rds at all , 

and even t he se word s were totally ~ron g. In contra st, 

al l eleven student s in Grouo 3 who lis ten ed to the ta pe 
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with an educated accent tried to write down something, 

and they were 45% correct. Therefore, here again we can 

see the effects on perception of the oral message caused 

by accent. 

We may now- come to the followin.g conclusion : The 

two sub-tests of this controlled listening comprehension 

test have shown that both pace of delivery and accent 

are potentially significant factors that may impair 

successful listening comprehension by foreign language 

learners. The implioations of these findings will be 

discussed in Chapter 4. 

2.2 •. 4 Results of the Aural.-c.omprehension Test 

As already mentioned in Section 2.1.2, the aural

comprehension test in.the form of oral questions arid 

answers involved 28 students, during which their oral 

performance was recorded and later transcribed. In 

addition to awarding one point for. the correct answer to 

each item based on the data collected, interpretations 

and descriptions of the data are also given in this 

Chapt~r. For the sake of clarity, the score results of 

each sub-test are presented in the form of tables. Given 

that the one student from second year and the two from 

third year who tried Dialogue Four and Dialogue Five 

found that these two dialogues were too diffi cult to cope 

with, it was decided that these two dialogues would not 

be examin ed. Following are the results of the four sub

tests. 
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2.2.5 Test Results : Dialogue One 

Dialogue One is a short dialogue of 34 seconds with 

a speed of 173 words per minute. It is a conversation 

between a female customer and a male shop assistant. In 

this dialogue, the shop assistant recommends that the 

woman lease a TV set instead of renting one. The word 

'lease' is first mentioned in the s·econd sentence of the 

dialogue, and then the 'lease plan' is explained in 

subsequent sentences. Finally the man successfully 

persuades, the woman to accept the 'lease plan', and she 

then asks for more TV sets to make a comparison. 

Four questions based on the tape were asked after 

the students listened to it twice~. The questions were: 

1 • What does the lady want? 

2. What does the man recommend? Why? 

3. Is the lady going to accept the 'lease plan 1 ? 

4. What else does the lady ask for? 

Among these four questions, three are reference questions. 

the answers to which can be found directly from the 

dialogue. Only one question, number three, requires 

interpretation. Here the students must infer the 

meaning of the sentenc e '0.K., you . ' win . . Let us now 

look at the students' listening comprehension performance 

with this dialogue. Table 2.6 shows the results of the 

three different groups. 
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Table 2.6: Test results of Dialogue One 

Year Student No. Question No. Total 
1 2 3 4 Correct 

1 1 a 0 0 1 
2 1 0 0 1 2 

1st 3 1 0 0 0 1 
4 0 0 0 0 0 
5 1 0 0 0 1 
6 1 0 0 0 1 
7 1 0 0 0 1 
8 1 0 1 0 2 

2nd 9 1 0 1 0 2 
10 1 0 1 1 3 
12 1 0 0 0 1 
13 1 0 1 0 2 
17 1 a 0 0 1 
18 1 0 1 0 2 
19 1 0 0 0 1 

3rd 20 1 0 0 0 1 
21 1 0 1 0 2 
22 1 0 1 0 2 

Total correct 
answer percentage 95% 0% 39% 11% 50% 

The statistics in the table show that only 5% of 

the 18 students could not respond correctly at all, 55% 

were correct in only one quarter of the questions, 55% 

got half of the questions right, and only 5% responded 

correctly to three-quarters of the questions. If we are 

concerned with the percentage correct for each question, 

we have 95% for the first question, 0% for the s econd, 

39% for the third and 11% for the fourth question . 

What we know h ere is th~t the first question, the answe r 

to which can be foun d in the first sentence of the 

dia logue, posed no problem for the students because 

nea rly all the students were correct. We can say tha t 

almost all of them perceived the first s enten ce 

correctly . However,th ei began td have trouble from the 
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second question, the answer to which should be related 

to leasing, a concept first mentioned in the second 

sentence of the dialogue and then further explained in 

the subsequent sentences. In this question none of the 

18 students perceived it completely; and comprehension 

of the whole dialogue declined from that point onwards. 

Let us now examine the possible causes of 

interference in the students' successful listening 

comprehension of this particular point. The second 

sentence of the dialogue is : 'Well, you can rent or 

lease or buy.' From the data collected we know that 

when the students answered the.second question, they 

mentioned the word 1 rent 1 or 1buy 1 , but no one mentioned 

the word 'lease'. What was the reason? Some students 

explained that they did hear the word 'lease', but they 

did not understand it, having never lea~ned it before. 

Another possible way to see the reason why the word 

'lease' caused difficulty for the Chinese students is 

that people in China buy or rent houses, bicycles, 

camera~, TV sets, and so on, but no system of leasing 

has been instituted. It is thus very likely that the 

students did not have the co.ncept of 'leasing'. When 

the dialogue mentioned whether to rent, to buy or to 

lease a TV set, the first two concepts made sense to 

them but not the last one . It seems here that if a word 

or expression is not familiar to the listener, he tends 

to be unable to repeat it, and will have even more 

diff iculty in remembering i t . 

This conceptual problem also brought some other 

problems in the understanding of the dialogue. When the 
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students came across the word 'lease', first mentioned 

in the second sentence of the dialogue, they most 

probably were puzzled and perhaps became anxious. 

However, while they were worrying, more information was 

being presented in the dialogue, which perhaps they did 

not actually hear, and thus missed. This was probably 

why their understanding of the word 'lease' did not seem 

to improve, even though the 'lease plan' is explained in 

the subsequent sentences. Thus what seems to be 

involved here is their lack of listening strategies~ 

They did not know to expect more relevant information 

from other parts of the dialogue which would help them 

cope with the unfamiliar words or expressions they had 

met. 

Given the fact that when the last question ('What 

else does the lady ask for?') was a~ked. eleven students 

could not answer at all, while among the seven answers 

only two were correct. other possible side effects of 

this conceptual problem are thus suggested: a ) The 

students may have heard the last sentence of the dialogue, 

which was the exact answer to the question, but failed to 

recall it. It may have been because they could not piece 

together subsequent information to form a meaningful 

message, due to their difficulty in understanding t he 

previous part of the dialogue. Thus it did not set in 

their minds but slipped easily from their short-term 

memory. b) Among the incorrect answers, the students 

talked about either renting _or the price of a TV set, 

which had nothing to do with the correct ans~er, but was 

related to their understanding of the previou s par t of 
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the dialogue. This indicates that initial problems in 

understanding a segment of a message may sometimes cause 

subsequen.t mis comprehension. 

Furthermore, from the following two other 

incorrect answers to the last question. we may speculate 

about other possible interfering factors. One student's 

answer is : 1 The lady asks whether the man can repair 

it.' The other studentts answer is : 'She asks whether 

she can pay after some months.' It seems here that the 

word •compare• in the sentence was misperceived as 

'repair' or as 'can pay' with the weak form 'can' as 

/ kan /. In this case, the distortion of certain sounds 

is more likely the problem. This phonological problem 

again made the whole dialogue difficult to understand. 

To summarize. we have so far tentatively identified 

problems based on Dialogue One 

1. ineffective listening strategies, whereby 

listeners fail to anticipate and exploit 

explanations of unfamiliar concepts given within 

the dialogue itself; 

2. the negative effect of previous listening 

problems on subsequent comprehension; 

3. the negative effect on comprehension of 

phonological misperception; and 

4. the influence of a lack of pragmatic knowledge 

on the success of listening comprehension. 

2.2.6 Test Results : Dialogue Two 

Dialogue Two is another short dialogue of 25 

second s with a speed of 147 words per mi nutes. It i s a 
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dialogue between a man and a forest ranger. The man is 

going to have a barbecue when a ranger comes and stops 

him by mentioning the sign down the road which says that 

there is a total fire ban day that day. He also warns 

the man that unless he wants to pay a fine of 2000 

dollars, he has to put out the fire. 

Some questions were asked after the students 

listened to the tape at least twice. The questions 

were: 

1. What is the man going to do? 

2. Can he do what he wants? 

3~ Why not? What does the sign say? 

4. What will happen if he has a barbecue? 

5. How much is the fine? 

6. What is a fire ban? 

7. What is a barbecue? 

Again six students from each year took this test. The 

results are given in Table 2.7. 
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Table 2.7: Test ~esults of Dialogue Two 

Question No. 

Yee.r Student No. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 
2 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 
3 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 1st l. 1 .. ·1 0 1 1 0 0 
-5 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 
6 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 

7 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 
8 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 
9 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 2nd 11 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 

12 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 
13 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 

17 1 1 0 1 0 0 a 
18 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 
19 1 1 0 1 1 a 0 3rd 20 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 
21 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 
22 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 

total correct 
percentage in 100% 100% 0% 95% 72% 0% 0% 
each item 

The data collected reveal some interesting points. 

It is clearly apparent that none of the students knows 

what a barbecue is. Only two guesses came close : one 

answer was that it was a kind Qf picnic, while another 

was that 'you can cook something on the fire '. Other 

guesses for 'barbecue ' included 'a large car', 1a large 

boat', ' maybe it 1 s a traffic rule in the country' , 

' something to be built on by or beside the road 1 , and 

' so mething like a fence or courtyard'. All these 

answers .reveal that these students lack pragmatic 

knowledge of a barbecue. They are ignorant not only 

of its narr ow ~ign ification as a means of cooking , but 

also i ts broader 1 value 1 as a specific social event. 
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However. why did this problem of pragmatic 

knowledge not affect the students' memory of the word 

'barbecue' as was the case with the word 'lease' in 

Dialogue One? Not only could all of the students 

remember the word, but also a,tl but two were able to 

pronounce it correctly. The answer surely lies in the 

fact that the word 'barbecue' is repeated five times 

throughout the dialogue, allowing the listeners several 

chances to store the item in their short-term memory. 

Thus. frequency of mention seems to have a significant 

bearing on the success of short-te;rm retention by the 

listener. 

Finally, there is the issue of the students' 

performance in Question 3 ('What does the sign say?') 

and Question 6 ( 1 What is a fire ban? 1 ). In both cases 

the major failure of the students seems to be in their 

inability to •infer meaning from available data. The 

students apparently failed to infer the correct answers 

in spite of the sequence of information established 

throughout the dialogue, namely : 1) The ranger asks the 

man if he has seen the sign down the road; 

2) The man says that he has, but that he still 

thinks that barbecues are safe; 

3) The ranger points out that barbecues are not 

allowed on a total fire ban day. 

The poor performance of the students on these questions 

(0% and 5% correct, respectively) reflect s the more 

demanding nature of the task involved. namely inferring 

a meaning that is not explicitly stated i n the dialogue. 

These results can be cdmpare d with the 72% su ccess rate 
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for Question 5, which requires no inference ( 1 How much 

is the. fine?'). 

Further complicating the issue is the students' 

failure to perceive or comprehend the word 'ban'. 

Given that teachers have established that their students 

should already have bean exposed to this word, the 

problem seems to be one of perception rather than 

comprehension. One could speculate that the problem is 

due to its juxtaposition with the word 'fire', with the 

result that students incorrectly perceive it as one word 

and feel that it is new to them. Finally, the problem 

could also be exacerbated by a lack of pragmatic 

knowledge of the concept 'fire ban 1 • 

Based on the data from Dialogue Two, we have now 

tentatively identified two further problems that can 

hinder successful listening comprehension. The list is 

continued from Page 40 : 

5. inadequate pragmatic knowledge of culture, 

leading to faulty comprehension; and 

6. the failure to apply global listenirig to the 

total discourse,thus making it impossible to 

infer meaning. 

2.2.7 Test Results : Teleohone Call 

This sub-test consists of two parts : the 

instruction and the telephone call itself. The recorded 

instruction is 25 seconds long, delivered a t a speed of 

135 words per minute, and is given both before and after 

the telephone call. It tells the testee what to do and 

in what c{rcumstances the phone call is made. The 
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telephone call is 1 minute 10 seconds long and is 

delivered at a speed of 67 words per minute. Thus, in 

this test the listener must comprehend both the 

instruction and the .call itself. 

Unlike the other dialogues used in this aural

comprehension test, this simulated telephone call is 

placed in a Chinese setting in which the Peking opera 

and the Shoudu Theatre are mentioned. Although the 

names of the three people mentioned in the phone call 

are all English names, they are all common English names 

that the students have come across many times. In 

addition, this telephone call is also different from the 

previous two sub-tests in that it is presented in the 

form of a monologue, not a dialogue. Moreover, the 

testee must also respond in t he form of a monologue 

instead of the previous question-answer format. As a 

result, no input is provided to the students when they 

are required to perform. Thus the memory load in this 

t est is heavier than in the previous tests. The student s 

can perform well only if they can comprehend the whole 

message well and can organize the content properly. 

However, as has been mentioned in the previous chapter. 

what is going to be evaluat ed is the students' listening 

comprehension performance, not their oral production. 

Therefore the students are expected to mention as many 

details as possible, while other elements relat ed to 

oral producti on such as pronunciation. intonat ion, 

syntax and so on are not t o be eva luated. Ass essment 

of the students' p e rformance is t hus based on t he 

following: 
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A. Tha main ideas of the call : 

1. Peter is asked if he will be the interpreter 

for the Australian teacher, Mary, at the 

Peking opera this evening; 

2. Diana is expecting that Peter will ring 

back and tell her about his decision as soon 

as possible. 

B. Detailed information 

1. when and where is the opera; 

2. where to get the ticket; 

3. where to meet Mary; 

4. Diana's phone number and the extension 

number. 

The results are given in Table 2.8. 

Table 2 .8 :. Test results of the telephone call 

Student No. Total Correct 
Test Item Answer$ 

1 2 3 I.. 8 9 0 11 2 3 21.. 25 26 in each item 
1 • from whom 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 , 1 0 25% 
2. to.whom 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 67% 
3. what for 0. 5 o. ' 1 0 0~ ' 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 37dt 
'XPDitni!s ec a 10n 0 0 0 1 0 0.5 1 a 1 0 0 0 28% 
5. when is 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 the onera 1 0 75% 
6. where is 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 the ooera 

0 0 0 0 50% 
7. where to gE t 

1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 the ticket 0 0 50% 
8. where to 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 meet Marv 0 0 0% 
9. phone No. 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 58% 

Mo. extension 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 No. 0 0 0 33% 
compr ehension 65 .35 50 50 45 85 50 60 20 20 20 10 percentage 
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The performance of the students shows that this 

task of receiving a telephone call is very challenging, 

though the text is both short and delivered slowly. In 

addition, comprehension problems cannot be attributed to 

either lexical difficulty or conceptual difficulty. 

However, the data collected show that -none of the 

students could pass on the phone message thoroughly. 

They obviously had difficulty in piecing the details 

together. What seems to be lacking here are the 

strategies of listening for specific information. Unlike 

previous sub-tests, the student is not required to 

undertake global listening for general understanding. 

Rather, specific details must be extracted from the 

whole, which is quite a different task. 

Another possible explanation for their failure is 

unfamiliarity with the type of task required, namely the 

transmission in monologue form of a detailed message. 

While performing orally, perhaps they concentrated on 

t he oral production, which then impaired their recalling 

of the message content. This in turn implies that the 

information load in the message was perhaps too heavy 

for the students. We can now add to the list of 

potential listening problems the following, based on the 

date from the telephone test 

7. the paucity of listening strategies, failing to 

distinguish, for example, between the need for 

global unde rstandi ng and the need to listen 

for specific information; 

8. the unfamiliarity with t he listening task 
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required of the 1:1tuden ts ; and 

9. the crucial role that information load plays in 

the success of listening comprehension. 

2.2.8 Test Results : Dialogue Three 

Dialogue Three is a one minute dialogue with a 

speed of 162 words per minute. It is a conversation 

between two shop assistants and a customer who wants to 

complain about a malfunctioning iron. When one shop 

assistant finds out that the customer is at the wrong 

place. she tells him to go to the complaints 

department and gives him detailed information about how 

to get there. Since this sub-test is twice as long as 

the previous two conversations. it was decided that it 

would be given only to second and third year students. 

Seven questions were asked after the students listened 

to it two to four times• The question~ were : 

1. Where is the conversation likely to be? 

2. Between whom do you think this conversation is? 

3. What is the customer looking for? 

4. Why can't the customer find the manager 

upstairs? 

5. What is the customer going t o complain about? 

6. Where exactly is the complaints department? 

7. Whom should he talk to at the complaints 

department? 

The results of this test are shown in Table 2.9. 
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Table 2.9 : Test results of Dialogue Three 

Ouestion No. 
Year Student No. 1 2 3 l. 5 6 7 

1L.. 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 
2nd 15 1 1 1 1 0.5 0 0 

16 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 
23 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 
24 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 
25 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 3rd 26 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 
27 0 0 1 1 a 0 0 
28 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 

correct answer 
percentage in each item 22% 22% 89% 100% 28% 0% 11% 

This sub-test is not likely to cause lexical and 

conceptual difficulties. yet the results do not seem to 

be better at all. Both Question One and Question Two, 

designed for testing the understanding of the general 

idea, resulted in only 22% correct, while Questions Five, 

Six and Seven, which were designed for testing the 

understanding of ·specific information·, came out with 28%. 

0%, and 11% correct, respectively. Here again the 

students• weaknesses in listening for general and 

specific information are revealed, which are in turn 

related t o the lack of listening strategies. 

The students 1 perceptual proble~s in this .particular 

sub-test may be attributed to i mpr oper listeni ng 

strategies. It is likely that they tended to listen to 

every word instead of concentrating on t he importan t 

elements conveying meaning. When the spoken discourse 

was l ofiger, they had even more difficulty in f ollowing 

the line of thought. The students' poor performance on 

Ques t ion Six ( 1 Where exactly is the compl aints 

depart ment? 1), which resul ted in 0% corre ct, al so suggests 
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the same reason for the unsuccessful listening 

comprehension. When detailed directions were being 

given, they were probably too busy listening to every 

word presented, and thus failed to quickly construct a 

sketch map in their minds. We can now add another 

tentatively identified listening problem to the list. 

based on the data from the students' performance in 

Dialogue Three. 

10. the failure to concentrate on the crucial 

elements conveying meaning.which thus impairs 

the holding of a line of thought in the mind. 

2 • .3 Summary 

Based on the results of the two listening 

comprehension tests designed, we have now tentatively 

identified the following problems affecting the success 

of listening comprehension : 

1. ineffective listening strategies, whereby 

listeners fail to anticipate and exploit 

explanations of unfamiliar concepts given within 

the dialogue itself; 

2. the negative effect of previous listening 

problems on subsequent comprehension; 

3. the negative effect on comprehension of 

phonological misperception; 

4. the influence of a lack of pragmatic knowledge 

on the success of listening comprehension; 

5. inadequate knowledge of culture, leading to 

faulty comprehension; 

6. the failure to apply global listening to the 
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total discourse, thus making it impossible to 

inf er meaning; 

7. the paucity of listening strategies~ failing to 

distinguish, for example. between the need for 

global understanding and the need to listen for 

specific information; 

8. the unfamiliarity with the listening task 

9. 

10. 

required of the students; 

the crucial role that information load plays in 

the success of listening comprehension; 

the failure to . concentrate on the crucial 

elements conveying meaning, which thus impairs 

the holding of a line of thought in the mind. 
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CHAPTER 

THE NATURE OF LISTENING COMPREHENSION 

The diffi culties encountered by the ERWAI students 

in the listening tasks described above may serve to throw 

some light on the problems in teaching listening 

comprehension as well as on the nature of the process of 

listening comprehension it~elf. 

Unlike reading, in which the reader can turn back 

and reread, pause to look up words or slow down when the 

information is dense, in listening to an oral message, 

the listener has little control over the intake of the 

language since this is controlled by the speaker. 

Whether it _is fully understood or not, the stream of 

speech continues. In order to comprehend as much as 

possible of the speech emitted by the speaker, the 

listener therefore should be able to follow the stream 

and at the same time decode all of the signals selected. 

This is actually a very complicated cognitive process. 

J.1 The Listening Act 

Listening is an active and integrative skill. It 

involves a grasp of phonological, lexical, grammatical, 

syntactical and semantical complexities; it involves 

performance factors typical only of speech such as rate 

of speech, clarity of pronunciation and intonation , 

hesitations, and pauses (Snow & Perkins, 1979 : 51 ); it 

also involves the crea ting of significance from the 
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phonic material that has been selected. Rivers (1981: 

160- 61 ) states that the signifi can.ce, which comes from 

the listener's side, is dependent on three factors: 

linguistic information, situational context, and 

intention of the speaker. While comprehending a piece 

of oral message, the listener extracts linguistic 

information from the sounds and words, their phonology, 

morphology, and syntax, while at the same time 

constructing significance for the linguistic 1nformation 

which seems to fit the situational context. Therefore, 

'understanding an oral communication implies that the 

listener is able to comprehend the total message being 

conveyed by the speaker~' (Chastain, 1979: 81). 

In real situations, however, the construction of 

significance by the listener usually begins with the 

interpretation of the speaker's intention which in turn 

depends on what we know about the speaker or persons 

similar to the speaker, or the expectations that the 

situation and previous utterances have aroused, and the 

non-verbal behaviour of the speaker . (Rivers, 1981: 161). 

This interactional content which gives us information 

about the speaker 1 s intention, beliefs and attitude 

towards the listener, in fact, affects what we select 

and retain from the sound signals as the significance of 

the message. The more we know about the interactional 

content, the less auditory information we need to create 

a significance from phonic material. However, if the 

listener misinterprets the interactional content, it may 

lead to the misperception of the auditory clues. This 

is the reason why sometimes what the listener perceives 
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is not necessarily what is emitted by the speaker. 

In addition to the interactional content, the 

expectation of the situation context of the discourse 

also affects what the listener perceives to be the 

relationship between what has been said and his 

expectations of what will follow. In an interaction, if 

the listener can predict what the speaker is likely to 

be going to say, that is, if he has assimilated the 

content of one chunk and has set up expectations of what 

the speaker is likely to say in the next chunk, he is 

then likely to be able to,an ticipate the speaker's next 

utterance. The better he knows the speaker and the 

better acquainted he is with the topic, the better he 

can start preparing his own reply. The relationship 

between these aspects is illustrated in Figure 2, which 

has been drawn from an understanding of the concept 

discussed by Rivers (1981: 160- 61). 

Figure 2 Model of the listening act 

speaker's speech 
! . 

extraction of 
--------linguistic form ~ 

expectation of expectation of 
the speaker's intention --- - the situational context 

While comprehending a piece of speech, these three 

aspects : the extraction of linguistic form, the 

prediction of the speaker 1 s intention, and the 

prediction of the situational context depend on each 

other and complement each other. Nevertheless, the 

expectation or prediction of both the interactional 

content and situational context are all based on the 

! ,,, ,. 
I 

I 
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identification of linguistic forms which appear in the 

utterances and the pre-knowledge related to the topic 

as well. 

J.2 The ldentification of the Linguistic Forms 

A speech made by a native speaker of English has 

phonic patterning dist.inct from the Chinese language. 

The conventional patterning limits the acceptable 

sequences of sounds for this particular language and 

determines its frequency of occurrence. English has its 

own system of combining the sounds produced by the vocal 

tract and these differences in the sound system give 

the English language its particular quality. So, it is 

necessary for students of English as a foreign language 

to be able to identify individual English sounds, 

dipthongs, tripthongs and various consonant clusters, to 

be able to expect certain sound sequences and to be able 

to build up a frame of expectations. All these will 

facilitate the recognition of words. In turn, the wider 

one's recognition vocabulary, the more effeotively one 

can comprehend an oral message rapidly. Though a solid 

foundation of syntax is. needed in any of the four skills, 

it is considered that analysis of the syntax of the sound 

signal in listening is necessary only when there is 

ambiguity or when, for some reason, a clear meaning has 

not been extracted from the signal (Schlesinger, 1977: 

155-59). So semantic structures seem to be prior in 

listening comprehension. 

Furthermore, the -phonic patterning of English has 

suprasegmental features which include stress , rhythm and 
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intonation. English can be characterized as a free 

stress language because the stress is not dependent 

upon the place in the utterance, but can occur on any 

syllable depending upon various factors. For example, 

the meaning of ~ngle words such as 1 import 1 , 1 excuse 1 , 

'insult', etc. can be changed by shifting the stress. 

Stress in English can also be used for contrastive 

emphasis as in I I went to the cinema last Saturdai, 

not last Thursday.'. 

The pitch pattern in a sentence is known as 

intonation. English as an intonational language differs 

from tone languages such as Chinese. Intonation plays 

an important role in affective aspects of the 

communicative situation. If a mainly rising tone is 

substituted for a mainly falling tone, the result will 

be a question spoken with an air of astonishment. such 

as 'That is a tiger?', or if a speaker drops the 

intonation pattern sharply at the end of a sentence, he 

will appear curt and perhaps even rude. So, stress and 

intonation provide valuable linguistic clues to the 

meaning of utterances. They sometimes also convery non

linguistic information about the speaker's emotional 

state, attitude towards the topic and, to some extent, 

personal physiological characteristics such as the 

speaker's age and sex (Ladefoged, 1975: 229). These 

elements of the sound system in English, which make the 

language so different from Chinese, will certainly cause 

difficulties for Chinese students of English in listening 

comprehension. It is sometimes difficult for Chinese 

students to appreciate the significance of stress and 
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intonation which are used to express the emotional 

feeling of the speaker. 

Phonological phenomena such as elision (e.g. 

'Let me" / lEt mi/~/ 11:mi /), assimilation (e.g. 'do 

you t / duju I-.+ I dju /or/d3u/), and juncture (e.g. 

'an ice ma-n·1 or 'a nice man 1 ) can also cause difficulties 

in extracting linguistic information . Words or groups of 

words in English can be shortened in some way to speed up 

the delivery of the message. In other words, rapid 

speech may lead to the omission of certain sounds or to 

the alteration of the pronunciation of sounds. The 

greater the rate of delivery, the greater the influence 

from adjacent sounds will be. For instance, the effects 

of rapid delivery may be heard in a relatively rapid 

group of words as following: 

Do you know himl as /djunoa.m I 

It might .be more useful. as / i..mtu .• bim:,j ustcn I I 

I'm going to go as / O..L m~a na jOCD I 

are going to be as / a9anabi I 

It is important for · the foreign learner to be aware of 

the phonological consequences of assimilation, elision, 

consonan t reduction and similar features because he has 

only a limited familiarity with the sound system, and 

has had fewer encounters with possible phoneme 

variations and overlap than native speakers. 

Apart from the iden tification of English phonic 

patterning, the rapid recognition of its syntactic and 

semantic patternings is also essential. In f act,. 

successful listening comprehension requires the listener 

to be so famili a r with these patternings that he does 
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not have to expend noticeable amounts of energy on them, 

enabling him to concentrate on the important elements 

conveying meaning. When the listener encounters a 

longer discourse which involves a connected sequence of 

developed thought, he needs _to have a corresponding 

ability of holding a line of thought in his mind while 

listening. In other words, the listener should be able 

to listen for the content of the discourse, but not via 

word by word listening. Word by word listening can only 

burden the mind with an overwhelming amount of 

information which in fact cannot be processed at all, 

even in the native language. Chastain (1976: 291) 

points out: 

••• comprehension of each single element is 
not. necessary, desirable, or even possible. 
Psychologists find that information is 
processed in chunks. The stude~ts• 
listening skills will be much greater if 
they concentrate on absorbing chunks of 
information rather than bits and pieces. 

Chastain (1979: 81) also claims : 

Under normal circumstances, a native speaker 
comprehends the idea being expressed without 
paying conscious attention to the language 
itself. During the comprehension process 
he almost entirely forgets the linguistic 
significant features of the code that 
enable him to glean the message being 
conveyed. In fact, focusing on the 
linguistic elements of the communication 
tends to slow down comprehension or to 
impede communication altogether. 

A rapid recognition of the linguistic elements is 

therefore of great importance for the development of 

the learner's ability of focusing his attention on 

crucial components of the message. 
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3.3 Prior Knowledge Related to the Topic of the 

In understanding spoken discourse, a knowledge of 

the theme that can be shared with the speaker is 

sometimes needed. In other words, we need background 

knowledge related to the topi_c. Rivers (1981: 163) 

defines a 'script I as 'the information we possess as a 

background knowledge to what we comprehend '· It can be 

related to culture, customs, way of life, or values. If 

our way of life, customs and values are very different 

from the ones of the speaker of the language, that is, 

if we do not possess the same script as the speaker, we 

may find it hard to follow the discourse. This is one 

of the obstacles in listening comprehension for the 

learner who comes from a country which has different 

culture and social background. This seemed to be the 

case with the following discourse : 

A: Don't you see the sign down the road? 
B; Yes, but a barbecue is safe; isn't it? 
C: No~ not on a total fire day. 

The students failed to infer t hat the sign down the road 

satd that it was a total fire ban day. That is why 

barbecues were strictly prohibited that day. They failed 

to infer partly because they had no idea about the fact 

that the dry weather in some parts of Australia can 

cause the danger of bush fire, and thus the warning of 

this danger is often given on weather for ecasts or on 

signs by the road. So, the deeper the knowledge of the 

theme of the speaker ' s discourse the listener has , the 

more inferences he can draw, and thus t he better his• 

listening co mprehens i on may be. 
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3. 4 Auditory Memory 

Auditory memory is yet another important aspect 

that should be taken into account in listening 

comprehension. Paulston (1976: 129) suggests: 

One of the goals of listening is to 
strengthen the students' immediate recall 
in order. to increase their memory spans. 
In Morley's terms 'listening is receiving, 
receiving requires thinking, and· thinking 
requires memory; there is no way to 
separate listening, thinking, remembering. 

However, the rete.ntion of oral information may be 

affected by many factors, such as information load, 

whether it is in the acceptable range of amount or 

beyond the capacity of the human brain to obtain; the 

way the information is presented, whether it is logical 

and easy to follow; the motivation of the listener, 

whether he is interested in the subject matter or not; 

the effort that the listener makes while listening, 

whether he is paying full attention to, or whether he is 

half asleep. In addition to these factors, the 

retention of information is dependent on the way the 

listener listens, whether he listens word by word, or 

listens to the content of the discourse (that is, 

meaningful listening). 

Inexperienced language learners may be able to 

comprehend the message as it is uttered, but the 

information heard may somehow slip from memory a few 

seconds later, and not be recalled. This may be becaus e 

they have been trying to catch every element that is 

u t tered. This kind of word by word listening will 

actually place an extra l oad on their percept ua l system, 

thus making i t difficult f o r the brain to cope with the 
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code and the message simultaneously. In other words, 

word by word listening tends to bombard the 

perceptual processes. with items in quick succession. 

When listening, the extracted information is first 

absorbed in the short-term memory, and is then 

recirculated through the perceptual processes at regular 

intervals and then selected according to the 

expectation of the listener. Only these selected items 

of in-formation can be passed from the short-term memory 

to the long-ter~ memory. If the mind is busy 

concentrating only on the recognition of the elements 

that are uttered by the speaker and they fail to be 

recirculatad, these elements can be easily lost (Rivers. 

1981: 158). As a re~ult, the listener cannot remember 

what the speaker has talked about, and it is certainly 

impossible for the listener to interpret the ove~all 

message. 

Meaningful listening, however, should be 

encouraged because it reflects the way we listen in real 

situations. When we communicate in our native language, 

we do not usually concentrate on everything that is said 

to us, and we do not necessarily hear clea~ly every 

element that is uttered. We only select the ones that 

are crucial and can help build up the overall 

understanding of the message. Meaningful listening makes 

it possible not only to reduce the information load, but 

also to seize intervals for the recirculation of 

information obtained. 
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J.5 Summary 

In short. a skill as complex as listening 

comprehension depends on an acquired series of more 

specialized, supporting bases. In a foreign language, 

the learner's perceptual difficulty may be compounded 

by many items. They may include : 

1. unfamiliarity with the linguistic code; 

2. a lack of pre-knowledge of the target 

language; 

3. unfamiliarity with both the linguisti-c code 

and pre-knowledge of the target language; 

4. the amount of information conveyed; 

5. the rate at which the information is encoded; 

6. the distortion caused by noise, irrelevant 

sounds or the speaker's accent; 

7. the way the listener listens; 

8 . the imperfect reception of auditory clues 

which may mislead in the interpretation of 

what was heard earlier or is heard later. 

These elements may somehow effect an increase in 

cognitive load, requiring extra processing before real 

comprehension is achieved. 
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CHAPTER 4 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE TEACHING OF LISTENING 

COMPREHENSION IN ERWAI 

Listening is an essential skill for ERWAI 

graduates. They may work as •interpreters or tourist 

guides. and they may also have opportunities to go to 

English speaking countries to work as interpreters or to 

attend conferences. or to have further study in an 

academic field. To meet the students' needs, the goal 

in teaching listening comprehension should be to help 

the students to develop their ability to understand 

native speakers speaking at normal speed in both 

unstructured si tua ti.on a and structured situations such 

as lectures and conference Bpeeches. 

Both the teacher and the students should realize 

that listening skills cannot be acquired in a short 

period of time, especially for the Chinese students who 

are used to being visualiy trained via the written mode. 

Listening is a strenuous task which calls for intense 

cognitive effort. It needs practice, tolerance of 

ambiguity and acceptance of frustration. In addition, 

high motivation to improve their listening skill and 

constancy in practising listening comprehension are also 

needed. Finally, the complexity of the listening skill 

should also be paid full attention. Listening, like all 

other skills, is now considered to be something t hat 

can be taught in a systematic ·and s equential manner. 
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Based on the tentative conclusions drawn from the 

study of the ERWAI students' performances, the following 

suggestions are made : 

4.1 Early Start to Systematic Teaching of Listening 

Comprehension 

Since the students enrolled into ERWAI already have 

a certain knowledge about the English language, and their 

first four weeks at the institute are spent mainly on 

the correction and improvement of their phonetic 

production, they have, at this stage, a certain base in 

phonology, syntax and semantics. It may be worthwhile 

starting to train students I listening skill based on 

phonological phenomena as early as possible. While it 

is true that the students do begin training their ears by 

means of listening to the teacher teaching in English, 

by participating in some activities in class, and by 

having to listen to recorded materials after class as 

well, all these activities provide only limited auditory 

exposure to the target language. The students do not 

really get specific help in developing their listening 

comprehension ability step by step according to their 

own problems. What usually happens at thi s stage is that 

students hear an utterance such as ' Do you know him? 1 

produced as /djunoLm/, and fail to understand it, 

interpreting it as a nonsense word or a new word. They 

will usually try to identify this sentence with the help 

of their visual capacity; they will consult the 

identical sentence i n the text and only then grasp the 

meaning. Therefore, what seems to be practised in 
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listening comprehension does not in fact really help to 

solve the students 1 problem in this respect. 

At this stage, the teacher could gradually 

acquaint the students with the fact that words or phrases 

in English can be and are usually shortened by reducing 

a vowel, deleting a consonant or assimilating to adjacent 

sounds. At the same time the students should be -exposed 

to the spoken form in a way that focuses their attention 

on problematic recurring features of the sound system 

and enables them to transfer their awareness to other 

real language situations. One thing should be made 

clear here, namely that the recognition of these 

phenomena does not necessarily imply that the students 

have to learn how to produce the sounds themselves. The 

purpose of this kind of exercise is to identify the 

deleted sounds with the full realisation of the sounds. 

In short. listening comprehension should be included in 

the curriculum as early as possible. 

Reducti·on of Cognitive Load by Raoid Recognition 

of Phonological and Lexi·cal Phenomena 

As has been discussed in previous Chapters, the 

listener's unfamiliarity with the elements in a speech 

act has the effect of increasing the information 

content, thereby requiring extra processing before real 

comprehension is achieved. In other words, successful 

listening comprehension requires familiarity with the 

components that exist in a speech act because this helps 

the listener react quickly to them and select rapidly 

the ones that are relevant to his purpose of fully 
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understanding. It is thus necessary to provide the 

students with practice in recognising unfamiliar 

elements in order to reduce the information load. 

4.2.1 ,Reco gn ition of Phonol·ogical Phenomena 

Listening exercises can be designed that require 

the student to identify words or phrases that contain 

phonological deletion or assimilation as a result of 

rapid delivery. These exercises can start with discrete 

sentences and then mo¥e on to short dialogues or short 

stretches of discourse. For instance, if we want the 

student to listen to utterances which involve deletion 

or assimilation such as tdo you' is uttered as /dju/, 
. 

'what do you mean' as /wJ:)djumin/~ 'let me' as /lfmi/, we 

can have the students do an exercise such as the 

following : 

Sample exercise: 

Instruction: Listen to the sentences. Write down the 

word-or words that have been omitted. You 

will find the word or words in the tape. 

Extract: 1 • 

.2. 

3. 

know him? 

by saying that? 

do that by myself. 

Similarly, a short dialogue or a short passage that has 

such phonological phenomena can also be used as material 

for this purpose. It is desirable to have this kind of 

material recorded so that the students can listen to it 

as many times as they need. Other than filling in the 

blanks, multiple-choice items of true or false 

exercises can be used in order to vary the task. 
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4.2.2 Recogni·tion of Lexical Items 

Recogni.tion practice of other elements such as 

time sequences, modifiers, function words, discourse 

markers, numbers, letters, prepositions and so on all 

require practice. As Rivers (1968: 143) points out: rt' 

1To be able to listen eventually with ease to the 

foreign language in normal situations, the student needs 

thorough training at the recognition level.'. In 

addition, a directed program of purposeful listening is 

useful and necessary to speed up the recognition. Joan 

Morley's 'Improving Aural Comprehension' is a good 

book that can be used for helping the student to develop 

his listening comprehension ability. It proceeds from 

specific to global and gradually increases the level of 

difficulty. In this book, concepts such as numbers, 

directions, times, dates, measurements, proportions and 

quantities are dealt with specifically in different 

units so that the student can concentrate on one concept 

at a time, and develop familiarity gradually. 

4.3 Familiarity with Listening Strategies 

To listen effectively, however, is not just a 

matter of recognition. In order to hold a line of 

thought in his mind while listening, the listener should 

be mentally checking, supporting, challenging and 

extrapolating from the items of information contained in 

the discourse. In other words, he has to make many 

bridging inferences which help the understanding, 

depending on his knowledge of language structure , the 

content and the context of the discourse, the clues 
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given by the suprasegmental features or by the discourse 

markers used, or with the help of the listener's 

knowledge of the real world or his background knowledge 

in the content area. So many other listening strategies 

may also be employed, such as prediction, guessing, 

inferring or other cognitive processes. 

However, the student may not be aware of the fact 

that guessing the meaning of seemingly incomprehensible 

sections of listening is based on the knowledge he has 

about the language, together with his knowledge of the 

world around him. Therefore, it is up to the teacher 

to arouse the student's awareness and to help him be 

acquainted with these strategies so that he can use them 

better when it is necessary. In doing so, some examples 

should first be shown to the student and then practice 

should be given in utilizing these strategies. 

Pref erably, practi ce in using these strategies should be 

constant or regular until the student feels confident 

in using them. Following are some of the possible 

strategies : 

4 . 3.1· Use of the Listen·e·rt·s Knowledge of Discourse 

Markers to Simplify the Task in Listening 

Comprehension 

When the listener hears the word 'either', he 

should be able to automatically expect that i t will be 

followed in a later part of the sentence by ' or'. 

Similarly, 'one the one hand' will be followed by ' on 

the other hand', a relative pronoun will be followed 

by a new clause , arid so on. 
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4.3.2 Use of 'SU"prasegmental. Features of Lan gua ge to 

Focus on Cruc·iaT W0rds 

In English, stress and duration given to 

individual words in a given sentence are not equal. 

Ucy,rler normal circumstances. function words such as 
' I 

auxiliary verbs, prepositions, conjunctions and pronouns 

are not usually stressed, while content words such as 

noun:l, verbs, adjectives and adverbs may be stressed. 

On~ reason for doing so may be because content words 

convey more information ~han the function words, thus 

the speaker focuses on them to get the listener's 

attention. 

However, for some special purposes, say, for the 

purpose of making a contrast or for emphasizing, the 

speaker will sometimes purposely stress some of the 

function words . that are usually unstressed. For 

example : 

The apple is.!!!. the box, not on the box. 

I~ listening to you! 

In these qases, the function words 1 in 1 , 1on' and 'am' 

are coloured by stress, thus they convey more 

information than they would if unstressed. This 

implies another means that can be used as a clue in 

focusing on the crucial elements in sentences, 

especially in cases when the stressed word is an unknown 

word for the listener, yet seems to be a key word in 

getting the meaning across. In such circumstances , the 

listen~r may have to make further efforts to guess or 

infer its meaning. 

I' 
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4.3.3 Strat·egy in Using Redundancy, Repetition and 

Hesi ta:tion 

'In order to reduce to manageable proportions the 

amount of information in any one sound sequence, each 

language has developed a certain amount of redundancy. 

It has been estimated, for isntance, that the English 

language is 50 per cent redundant. 1 (Rivers, 1981: 153). 

For example, in the sentence 1 Do you like Chinese food? 1 , 

the question is signalled by the rising intonation on the 

words 1 Chinese. food', and by the use of an auxiliary verb 

, do, a't the beginning of the sentence. Another example 

is the subject-verb agreement at the sentence level. For 

isntance, we say, 'The children go to school every 

morning.', but 'The child goes to school every morning. 1 • 

So the number of the ·subject in a sentence is signalled 

both in the subject noun and t he main verb used in the 

sentence. 

In what way can redundancy help listening 

comprehension? Take the first sentence as an example. 

If the listener misses the question signal 1 do 1 , the 

rise in pitch will still make the question intelligible, 

and the listener will be aware that a question is being 

asked. In the other two sentences, if the listen er does 

not hear the subject clearly, whether it is 'child' or 

1 children 1 , he does not have to panic. He may have 

another chance to check with the help of the verb ending. 

From the verb ending he can decide whether the subject 

is a plural noun or a third person singula r. 

In spoken discourse, however , especiallyin i:np:-omotu 

speeches, redundapcy, repetition, hesitation and pause are 

•, 

' 
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very common. This is because the speaker has little time 

to prepare befo·rehand, so that he has to think and organize 

the speech while he is speaking. Therefore this kind of 

unstructured speech usually carries less information in a 

certain amount of time than the carefully prepared speech 

does. The planned or structured speech generally omits 

many of the features of redundancy and imparts information 

at a much higher rate. In this sense. unstructured speech 

should be easier to understand. Nevertheless, personal 

experience as a learner and. a teacher has indicated that 

these elements sometimes cause even more difficulties for 

the foreign language learner who is not used to listening 

to authentic material. Redundancy, repetition and 

hesitation act as another source of distortion that 

prevents him from following the line of thought in the 

discourse. 

So, here again, it is up to the teacher to make the 

student aware of the redundancy used by the speaker. It 

is important to be able to separate the redundant or 

repeated remarks from the main stream of the speech 

thought so that the listener can ignore these segments and 

seize time to concentrate and recirculate the crucial 

elements that are relevant to the development of the 

discourse. To increase sensitivity to these elements, 

the teacher has to use authentic unstructured material, 

such as an informal interview or conversation as exercise 

material. Here is a sample exercise : 

Instruction : Listen to the following discour se carefully. 

Identify the sentences that you think the 

speaker intends to say. 
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A: Where do you ••. er ••• do you live •• er •• in 
London? 

B: Burly Heath •• Yes, ••• It's ••• erm 14 miles from 
London •• er ••• north west •• it's just near 
Watford. 

In the first speaker's utterance, he starts with a false 

start, followed by a filler 'er', then the speaker 

corrects himself, another filler comes in, and then he 

finishes the utterance. So the expected sentence of the 

speaker A should be 'Do you live in London?', while that 

of speaker B should be 'Burly Heath. It's 14 miles 

north west of London, just near Watford.'. 

4.J.4 Use of Knowledge of the Real World 

In making inferences we sometimes need to use the 

knowledge of the world around us, that is what we call 

common sense. For instance, if we are given three 

words : !!llfil, desk and E.fil!,, what are the possible 

sentences that we can make according to our knowledge of 

the English language and, more importantly, our knowledge 

of the real world? The following sentences are possible~ 

The man put the pen on the desk. 

The man is writing at the desk with a pen. 

The man is sitting at the desk with a pen in his 

hand. 

The man is looking for a pen on the desk. 

or: The pen on the desk belongs to the man. 

etc . 

But a sentence such as 1 The desk put the man on the pen ' 

sounds ridiculous because it does no t make sense, 

though it is grammatically acceptable. Hopefully the 
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students will see that utilizing their knowledge of the 

real world is a necessary strategy in listening 

comprehension. Exercises such as the following can also 

be provided: 

1. Listen to a passage once. 

2. Immediately write down as many words as can be 

recalled. 

3~ Work in a group of two or three. using the 

words that have been written down by the three 

to bridge inferences that most likely reflect 

the message of the original passage. 

4.3.5 Use of Clues Suggested by Discourse Markers in the 

Context 

Discourse markers and context are helpful in 

building up the understanding of the relationship of the 

utterances and sometimes for guessing the meaning of 

.unfamiliar elements.· For example, what can a listener 

do when he hears the following discourse? 

Samfornas monelop long~r. And, of course, 
they monelop longer beca~se of tapolaces in 
medical science. Modern medical science has 
been able to control many diseases. Control 
of widespread epidemics has been parti·cularly 
important. 

The nonsense words 'samfornas', 1 monelop I and 

'tapolaces' can be classified or guessed or predicted 

according to the listener's understanding of the ensuing 

discourse. The discourse marker 'because of 1 suggests 

that tha remark before it is the effect or result, and 

the remark after it is the cause or·the reason. So 

the list~ner can predict that 'tapolaces' in medical 

science is the reason that 'samfornas monelop longer', 
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The words 'tapolaces 1 and 1 samfornas' must be nouns with 

the plural marker '-s', while 1 monelop' must be a verb. 

Moreover. acGording to the context of the following 

sentence '.Modern medical science has been able to 

control many diseases 1 ,the listener should be able to 

infer that 'tapolaces' must be something related to 

modern medical science. They may be techniques or 

advances-0r·breakthroughs, while 1 samfornas 1 must be some 

living things. They may be people, animals, or plants 

that can be affected by diseases. 1 Monelop', however, 

should be a verb with a positive sense such as 'survive', 

'stay' or 1live 1 • So guessing, predicting, inferring 

and using common sense often interplay in building up 

the hypothesis that the listener makes while listening. 

In helping the student -to be familiar with this 

strategy, inference questions that are concerned with 

the relationship between sentences may be used. For the 

particular sample passage above, such questions can be 

asked as 'Why do you think samfornas monelop longer?' or 

'What is the result of the controlling of widespread 

epidemics?'. Some books such as 'Learning to Listen 

Tasks for Developing Listening Skills' by Alan Maley 

and Sandra Moulding, and 'Dramatic Monologues for 

Listening Comprehension' by Colin Mortimer are good 

books for building inferencing strategies. 

4.4 Aca ui sition of t he Pragmati c Function of the 

Target Lan guage Throu gh Listening 

It i s widel y acknowledged that the purpose of 

improving listening comprehension is to f a cilita te 
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communication. However, this should not be the only 

purpose. Like reading, one can also learn something 

through the auditory channel. Thus a listening 

comprehension course should encourage students not only 

to learn the language itself but also to learn through 

the language. Improving listening comprehension is not 

the only purpose in itself. but a means of improving 

one 1 s ability to acquire knowledge. 

For this reason, apart from the quick recognition 

and prediction of linguiBtic form, the learner should 

absorb information and develop the ability to analyse 

and predict the pragmatic function of the language. In 

other words, he must develop the knowledge of how the 

language is used in different situations or con.texts. 

This knowledge and expectation of who may or may not 

speak in certain settings, when to speak, what to say and 

how to speak appropriately in turn, is of great help in 

listening comprehension. The listener, for isntance, 

will be in a better position to understand, predict or 

infer what the following chunk of the discourse will be 

if he is acquainted with the conventions the . native 

speaker usually follows in di fferent discourse 

situations. To take just one example, he will feel 

more at ease in interpreting a phone leave-t aking made 

by the urban American if he knows they most probably 

adhere to the following sequence: {1) summarize the 

content of the contact they have just had; (2) justify 

ending their contact at this time ; (J) expres s pl easu r e 

about each o ther; ( 4) indicate continuity in their 

relationship by planning, speci fically or vaguely , fo r 
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future con tact: (5) wish each other well. ( Clark and 

French, 1981: 4). 

To highligh~ the importance of being acquainted 

with the norms of the target language use, we may cite 

Christina Paulston's story about her visit to her 

family in Sweden (Paulston 1976: 58). When she 

politely asked her sister-in-law who had just arrived 

'Do you know everyone?' at a gathering which included 

persons with whom her sister-in-law was not acquainted, 

h~r sister-in-law looked at her sourly and said 'I don't 

know everyone, but if you are asking me if I have 

greeted everyone, t have.'. This made Christina, who 

had been staying in the United States for quite a long 

time and had momentarily forgotten the proper Swedish 

manners, feel embarrassed. As outsiders, we may fe~l 

puzzled why her sister-in-law found the question il.1-

mannered, or we maj not even notice that something had 

gone wrong, if we do not share the same set of rules with 

the Swedish culture. In this kind of situation, Swedish 

people will follow the rule that 'Guests do not wait to 

be introduced by a third party, but go around the room, 

shake hands with e veryon e and say their names aloud to 

those they have not previously met.'. That was why her 

sister-in-la~ had reprimanded her for faulty sharing of 

a systemic set of social interactional rules. So from 

the point of view of better understanding of the native 

speaker's discourse, it is essential to learn the norms 

and social rules of the target lan guage speaking 

country's culture. Actually having the knowledge and 

being able to expect the pragmatic function of the 

l 
! 
I: 
i. 
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target language are parts of communicative competence. 

However, understanding cognitively and effeetiveiy 

what levels of formality are appropriate or inappropriate 

is not at . all a simple problem for the foreign 

language learner. Cross-cultural variations constitute 

a primary barrier to learning, and the acquisition of 

registers or conventions combines a linguistic and a 

culture-learning process (Brown, 1980: 193). Bearing 

this complexity in mind, it is suggested that the 

students may need the following: 

4.4.1 Extensive Exoosure to Taped Materials 

The best way to increase the students' awareness 

of the pragmatic function of the English language is to 

spend many hours practising listening in the language 

laboratory, which allows them to tune their 'language 

ear' to a wide range of spoken language in different 

situations, and allows them as many repetitions as they 

need for each specific listening material. This kind of 

extensive listening is best done after class. It need 

not be tested in any detail, but will be done for its 

own sake. The students will be following the meaning 

of the listening passage, because they are interested in 

the information in it, or simply because they are 

enjoying it. 

4.4.2 Intensive Exoloitation of Taoed Materials 

It is desirable to select listening materials that 

are both interesting and i nformative. Thi s kind of 

material will a rouse the students' interes t in listening 
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and at the same time will gradually give them 

information about pragmatic use, enabling them to 

accumulate this information and adapt themselves to the 

unfamiliar culture of the native English speaker. The 

material chosen also depends on the level of the 

students. Recording material such as short stories, 

short dialogues and other texts taken from books or 

magazines can be used to start with. When the students.' 

listening ability has reached a certain level, some 

longer and more difficult recording materials should be 

used. There are some good commercially available 

listening materials that can be used as teaching 

material. 

The following are recommended : 

· i) 1 Improving Aural Comprehension 1 ( Joan Morley. 1972. 

The University of Michigan Press.) 

This program guides the student in what to 
listen for, when to listen. and how to 
listen. The listening lessons in Units One 
through Seven focus student attention on 
listening, remembering, and writing facts in 
each of these concept areas : numbers, letters, 
directions, times~ .dates, measurements, 
proportions and amounts. In addition, the 
lessons will give practice with facts 
involving people, places, things, actions, 
events, and descriptions in t he content 
areas of geography, history, science, 
mathematics, language, culture and customs. 
government , economics, and international 
affairs. Unit Eight combines all kinds of 
facts in a series of fifteen graded readings 
which provide summary practice, Th ey give 
practice in understanding who, did what, when, 
where and how. Some lessons a re as short as 
three or four minutes of writing time. No 
l e sson is longer than fifteen minutes of 
writing time. (Morley, 1972: viii) 

Thus , the Morley texts a re excellent in helping the 

students learn how, when and where to listen for certa in 

I 

r' 
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semantic and syn tactic constructions. What is more, 

they will introduce the student.s to pragmatic and 

cultural knowledge of the United States, which is both 

interesting and informative. 

ii) 'Learning to Listen - Tasks for Developing 

Listening Skills' (Alan Maley and Sandra 

Moulding. 1981. Cambridge University Press.) 

This book aims at teaching students how to use the 

English they already have, how to gradually build upon 

what they know, and how to prove for themselves that 

their understanding of spoken English is increasing. 

Before listening to each recording, students have the 

opportunity of either looking at· pictures. reading an 

advertisement, for example. or simply discussing the 

topic. This will help the students familiarize 

themselves with the theme of the unit and give them 

certain necessarycultural background and vocabulary. 

iii) 'Dramatic Monologues for Listening Comprehension' 

(Colin Mortimer. 1980. Cambridge University Press.) 

This book provides 24 monologues for listening 

comprehension together with questions and answers . It 

is accompanied by a cassette on which the monologues are 

recorded . 

Each monologue is dramatic in the sense that 
it presents a character who addresses a 
listener or listeners in a particular situation. 
Though they are scripted, the monologues 
simulate many of the characteristics of 
natural spoken language. The monologues aim to 
help students to learn to listen intelligently, 
picking up clues to situation , context and 
personality in the way a native speaker would. 
The students r ::a in tasks are to sav who the 
speaker and the listener are, to identify the 
situation and to understand what happens in that 
situation. ('.-!or-timer, 1981: v) 
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This kind of material is valuable because it forces the 

listener to think , to guess and to infer according to his 

linguistic knowledge, his knowledge of the world, and the 

culture of the native speaker's- country. The materials 

require the active ~pplication of intergrative skills by 

the lis~ene~. While •it is difficult for the foreign 

learner, it is nevertheless challenging and interesting. 

It is suitable for an advanced level. 

4.. 4. 3 Introduction to Au.then tic Listening Material 

To meet future needs, ERWAI students need to 

practise listening not only to text book materials but 

also to authentic materials. It is essential to move 

away from language that has been controlled specifically 

for teaching purposes and also has most probably been 

written rather than spoken in the first place. There 

are several reasons for using authentic listening 

materials : 

i) Spoken discourse usually conveys less information 

than written discourse within a certain amount of time. 

Brown (1978: 275) has shown that 'In a trans·c-ription of 

discoursive spontaneous speech there is much less 

information per 300 words than there is in 300 words of 

written language.' . Nonetheless, this does not 

necessarily mean that spoken discourse is easier for the 

for eign learner to comprehend than written discou r se . 

In s poken discourses, especially in unstructured s peaking, 

the language i s typically repetitive , containing 

channel holder s and interact i ve control markers or 

fille rs such a s I I mean 1
• 

1 you know I e t c. . These make 
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the discourse overlap in both linguistic aspect and the 

meaning itself, and thus the sound stream is broken in 

meaning and not easily followed by the inexperienced 

listener. 

ii) Artificially constructed text book materials, 

especially the ones for EFL students, are usually 

highly cohesive and coherent in both structure and 

meaning, which is not necessarily the case in real 

discourse. For example, in 'English For Today', Book 

Four (The National Council of Teachers of English, 1966: 

55), question and answer type exercises such as the 

following can be found: 

Q: 
~= 

Q: 

What livestock does the modern farmer keep? 
(He keeps) only the livestock that can pay 
its way. 

Where does the farmer 1 s wife do most of her 
work? 
(She does most of her work) in the house. 

Those cohesive elements that would most probably be 

omitted in authentic communication have been bracketed. 

However, students who are used to listening to this type 

of text book material will usually have considerable 

difficulties when they are confronted with real discourse , 

which is coherent but not necessarily cohesive, such as 

the example given iri Larsen-Freeman (1980: 5) : 

The following exchange took place on Seturday, 
Evelyn's day to use the washing machine : 

Evelyn: Is it your day to use the washing 
machine? 

Dion: I'll take them out in a minute. 

It appears syntactically that Evelyn is asking a yes/no 

qu e stion , requesting i nformation about whether or not 

this is the day when Dion uses the washi~g machine. 
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Furthermore, Dion's response does not sound to be 

related to that question. However, the meaning here is 

relevant. Evelyn and Dion must share old i nformation 

about the days on which each may or may not use the 

washing machine. Both of them must be reasonably sure 

that the day i s Saturday. Therefore Dion promises to 

remove his clothes from the machine. 

iii) EFL classroom speech i s usually adapted for the 

students. When speech is modified or simplified in _any 

way, it does not provide the varied language exposure 

the students need , and the students are not really 

h earing l an guage as na tural communica tion. In addition , 

mu ch l i stening comprehension material has a rather s low 

delivery speed (Snow & Perkins, 1979 : 52- 53) . 

In real situations people speak at different 

speeds: They may speed up over certain stretches of their 

speech and slow down ove r others. 

as Stanley (1978: 287-88 ) suggests 

a.) speaker I s attitu des 

Paci ng may refl ect, 

A rapid rate of delivery fo r i ns tance , may expres s 

irritatio~ or u rgency , whereas a slower ra t e may show 

hesitan cy, doubt or boredom in sta tements, or sympathy 

or encouragement in questi ons and commands. 

½) may be ~ela ted to the amount of common knowledge 

sha r ed by speak er and h earer . I f the speake r assumes 

that the heare r i n so me sense knows or can predic t the 

in f ormation he i s going t o give, h e nay run rapidly over 

what he feels is already shared and slow down over what 

is in some sense new . 

c) may be related to the word groups bas ed on the 
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function they are performing in relation to their role 

in the discourse, such as propositional evaluators 'well, 

I think first of all ••• but that doesn't mean .•• 1 , 'I 

think it might be useful ••• ,, or the word groups 

hanging together as an idiomatic term or phrase. 

The rapid delivery of speech usually brings the 

inexperienced foreign language learner a lot of 

difficulty. In order to bridge the gap between text 

book materials and real. life ~ituation discourse, the 

students need to have a broader exposure to the spoken 

language. They n eed to expose themselves to a great 

number of distinct and overlapping types of spoken 

language such as one-way, two-way and more-than-two-way 

conversation, discussion, illustrated speech such as TV 

and films, 'blind' speech over telephone or on the radio, 

formal and informal monologues or lectures and so on. 

For these purposes, some· authentic materials have been 

collected, and will continue to be collected, for use 

at ERWAI. They include : 

1) radio and TV programs such as news broadcas ts, 

news commentaries, 'Behind the News', 'Sixty 

Minutes', interviews, weather forecasts and 

commercial s; 

2) lectures and tutori al s; 

3) formal speech at college functions such as 

welcome speeches or farewell speeches; 

4) tourist guide introductions ; and 

5) informal spontaneous conversations between 

students in the residencies, or oet.ween :ar:-ily 

members . 
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4.5 Adaptation 

Being acquainted with the learners' background, 

interests, future areas of professtonal involvement, and 

their interest and actual ability in listening is of 

great help in deciding what mat~rials are going to be 
~ 

used and what techniques are suitable for them. In 

teaching listening comprehension the following aspects 

should be taken into account. 

4.5.1 Adaptation of Materials and Activities to Student 

Level 

Listening materials that are too easy can easily 

bore students while materials which are too difficult 

can also affect the motivation of the students . 

Listening materials and activities must therefore be 

neither too easy nor too difficult , but should be at 

appropriate level, 'in order to challenge the student 

to actively understand, form hypotheses , and to try to 

clear up ambiguities' (Snow & Perkins, 1979: 52). I n 

addition, comprehenaion exercises should also be designed 

according to the students' level . The same material. for 

example. can be used for diffe rent levels by altering the 

questions asked. To make it easy_ location questions can 

be asked, where the a nswer can be found directly from the 

spoken discourse . Si~ilarly , muliiple-choice question s 

can be used, requiring the l istene= to do l itt l e more 

tha n match one of t he alte rnatives with a s e gment of the 

di s course. In short, recog~ition exer cise s can make the 

qu estion ea s i e r, a nd can be u s ed f or l ess pr ofi ci en t 

l earners . 2owever, if th e s a me mater ial i s go i ng t o be 
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used for higher level students, the questions can be 

varied into different types to make i t more difficult. 

Questions involving more complex cogniti ve processes, 

such as summarization, synthesis , assumption, and 

inference can be asked. 

In addition, to motivate the students' interest, 

other activities such as games and song learning can be 

used as listening activities. For instance, games such 

as listening to identify the picture described; listening 

to carry out instructions; writing down the missing words 

or sentence s in the songs before learning them, and so 

on can stimul ate the students' mo tivation in improving 

their listening ability. 

4. 5.2 Pr e-listening 

More challenging listening material that contains 

lexical, cultura l or pragmatic difficulties should be 

dealt with in a more careful way. Pre-listening 

exer~ises or pre - explanation i s often n eeded. The 

teacher can use su ch pre-lis tening aids as video tapes, 

pictures, stories, films, or r ele vant r eading materials 

that can contribute t o the un de rstanding of particularly 

difficul t points . Fore more advanced students, 

discussion on cross-cultural t opics can be held before 

or after lis t en ing . When the students have prior 

knowl edge of or experi~nce with a given topic, it should 

then be easier for them to p roces s the s ubject matter . 

4. 5 . 3 Note- taking 

Structured or planned spoken discourse such as 
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formal speeches or lectures convey more information 

than unplanned discourse. ln order to cope with 

extensive formal discourse, note-taking skills should be 

developed. Taking notes from spoken language is a quite 

complex skill. It is more complex than taking notes 

from a written text because it not only required good 

organiz:ation skills but also requires an immensely 

complex interaction between short-term and long-term 

memory, which again brings in the concept of chunking. 

Taylor (1981: 48-9) claims : 

The listening note-taker must rapidly chunk 
what is heard - that is, give it meaning 
then interpret it for its relative 
importance as a note, abbreviate its content, 
and then write this reworded version from 
long-term memory - while at the ·same time new 
information is being heard by the short-term 
memory and in turn being chunked. 1 

A skill as complex as listening note-taking 

requires considerable practice. It can be learned and 

practised in a systematic way. Four sub-type skills in 

order of difficulty in men~ai processing are suggested 

by Otto ( 1979 : 319-20). They are : (1) transfer of 

spoken word to written text; (2) listening for key words 

and phrases; (3) selecting out relevant details and; 

(4) recognizing topics and main ideas. Accompanying 

these four activities are exercises such as dictation; 

true and f a lse; fill in the missing words or the phrases 

in original sentences heard or in the note sheet; and 

answe rin g questions using memory and a note sheet. 

4.6 Constancv in Practisin£ Listenin g Comorehension 

Practice on listening comprehen sion should be 
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constant throughout the tertiary course. From the 

students' performance in the tests of listening 

comprehension, there seemed to be a tendency that the 

third year students performed only marginally better than 

the second year students . This may be attributed to the 

fact that teachers continue to underestimate the 

complexity of and the necessity for practising listening 

comprehension. From the sample timetable provided in 

Chapter 1, there seems to be a tendency to reduce 

listening activities and increase the amount of other 

activities such as reading, writing and translating. If 

we l ook at the fourth year's timetable we notice that 

listening no longer has a legitimate presence, which 

seems to reflect the traditional and still prevailing 

assumption that listening'skills can be mastered once 

and for all and then ignored while othe r skills are 

developed. Yet, ' .It. has been estimated t hat of the time 

adults spend on communication activitie s, 45 per cent is 

devoted to listening, only 30 per cent to speaking, 16 

per cent to reading and a mere 9 per cent to writing. 1 • 

(Rivers, 1978: 62) . 

Therefore, i t is suggested that practice in 

listening comprehension should not only be started as 

early as possible when the students enter the 

institution, but that it should also be continued 

throughout t he four-year course. Indeed, the attention 

paid to this area should not b e reduced but rathe r 

strengthened and increased. 
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4.7 T~ache~ Training 

Teacher training is another essential aspect that 

must be taken into account. It is impossible to develop 

students' communicative competence effectively without 

enhancing the quality of foreign language teaching, which 

in turn depends largely on a team of qualified teachers. 

The issue of qualifications can be viewed from two 

angles. The first is the need for ~ystematic and 

scientific pedagogy, in which the teacher shou_ld be able 

to adjust his teaching methods or techniques and 

provide suitable materials based -0n the students' needs, 

the teacher's awareness of the complexity of listening 

skills and his sensitivity to the students• existing 

problems in learning. The second is the n eed for the 

teacher himself to be communicatively competent in the 

target language. That is to say, he must be confident 

in both the usage and the use of the target language, 

which. though difficult, is still a possible 

attainment f or non-native teachers. 

An in-service training program is therefore needed, 

which enables the teacher to have access to linguistic 

studies, especially Applied Linguistics in which 

different teaching methods and techniques are discussed. 

It i s also suggested that some teache rs be s en t to 

English speaking countries to immerse themselves in an 

En glish language environment , so that they can have full 

exposure to the language, and have p e r sonal e xpe rien c e 

i n the customs and way of life of the target culture . 
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CONCLUSION 

The difficulties of ERWAI students in listening 

comprehension are related to many factors. One basic 

factor is the lack of systematic and scientific 

teaching of listening skills resulting from the 

inadequate attention given to the teaching of listening 

comprehension at the tertiary level as well as the 

neglect of the skills at the secondary school level. 

Other factors that have been identified include 

inadequate vocabulary. the failure to use listening 

strategies, and the lack of prior kno~ledge relevant to 

the topic of the discourse. 

In order to meet the students' future professional 

needs and to provide them with effective guidance in 

improving their listening comprehension ability, it is 

necessary to : 

1. be fully aware that the nature of listening is 

actually a very complex cognitive process 

requiring the application of integrative 

language skills and active participation in 

predicting, inferring and other cognitive 

activities. In addition, intense concentration 

and immediate recall are needed. Listening, 

thinking and remembering are inextricably 

linked . 

2. have a deeoer understanding o: the theory and 

practice of listening co • prehension, the 

relatio~shin ~etween listenin~ skills and other 
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skills. and the sequencing necessary in the 

development of listening; 

3- expose the student to large amounts of varied 

data similar to tho-se that will be en-countered, 

by using not only simulated commercially 

available materials but also authentic 

materials; 

4- start the training in listening comprehension 

as early as possible and carry it throughout 

the tertiary course with constancy and 

stability. 

In short, the mastery of listening comprehension should 

be fully emphasized. It is a complex skill that can be 

taught systematically and scientifically. 
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APPENDIX A 

r. The Two. Passages Us.ed in the Controlled 

Listening Comprehension Test 

Tap e I Australian English 

Australian English is spoken more or less uniformly 

throughout the continent, which seems surprising in so 

large a country. But on reflection it is possible to 

understand how this uniformity has come about. For one 

thing, Australia has a comparatively short history, 

whereas the establishment of local dial ects usually 

requires some time. For another, conditions of life on 

the continent have not encouraged the growth of small, 

isolated communities likely to develop their own distinot 

customs and ways of speech. There has always been a 

large shifting population in Australia. Many people are 

required to move because of their jobs - for exampl e , 

teachers, railway workers and clerks. Trades which move 

with the seasons, such as sheep-shearing and harvesting, 

keep another large section of the population on the move. 

Finally , universal education has ·made Australian speech 

more uniform, as no doubt radio and television have also 

done and will .j. . con vinue to do . (1 50 words) 

Tape I A 80 words per minute 

Tape I B 142 words per minute 

Tao e II On the St ~eet 

!he other day I ·,;as walking down the stree t. when 

suddenly thi s woma~ ca~e r ushing up to ~e . She ~as 

really upset and s~art2d shouting at me . 
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"Why had I done that. to her?" she kept shouting at 

me. 

"You 1 re a terrible man. Mi cha el! 11 

"But my name's not Michael. it's David. 11 I tried to 

calm her down but she started crying and everyone was 

looking at me. Apparently. this Michael h&d said he was 

going to marry her, but the previous Saturday he I d run 

away. 

Anyway, she kept crying for a while and then she hit 

me and walked avay, and left me standing there. I might 

change the colour of my hair, I think. (120 words) 

Tape II A : 13J words per minute, Broad Australian 

English 

Tape II B : 133 words per minute, Educated 

Australian English 

II. The Corresponding Multiple-Choice Tests : 

Listening comnrehension test for Tape I 

Instruction : Put a circle round the letter at the s ide of 

the correct answer a ccording to the text you 

have jus t listened to. 

1. English in Australi a is spok en 

a. at more or l e ss the sam e speed 

b. with diversity that does not i nterfere with 

communication 

c . with surprisingly different pronunciation a nd 

grammar 

d ~ with very different vocabulary and grammar 
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2. The establishment of local dia lects requires 

3. 

a. a comparatively short history 

b. quite a long period of time 

c. the condition of life on the continent 

d. the refl~---ction that is possible 

The industry keeps a large section of the 

population on the move. 

a. automobile and transportation industry 

b. ship and mining industry 

c. live-stock and agricultural industry 

d. fishi~g and food processing industry 

4. Universal education has 

5. 

a. had no effect on Austrs.lian English 

b. made Australian English more correct 

c. made Australi an English more uniform 

d. made Australian English more varied. 

Which of the following ideas is not given i n t h e text? 

a • Different customs can be developed in an isolated 

community . 

b. Many people move fr om place to place becaus e o f 

their j o bs. 

c . The communiti es iri Australia a r e usua lly small 

and isolated. 

d. Th ere has be en a l arge shifting population in 

Australia. 

Listen in 2 c omn r ehen s i on te s t for Ta oe II 

In s tructi on: Pu t a c i r cl e r o un d t he letter at the sid e of 

t he corre ct an swer accordin g to the t ex t you 

ha ve j u s t l i s t en e d t o . 
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1. On the street the other day 

a. a woman bumped in to him 

b. a woman walked with him 

c. a ~om~_n ran up to him 

2. The woman was upset because 

a. he shouted at her 

b. he treated her badly 

c. she hated the colour of his hair 

d. she mistook him for another person 

3. Michael was the person who had run away 

a. suddenly 

b. the previous Thursday 

c. the previous Saturday 

d. with a lady 

4. The man told the woman that 

a. he tried to calm her down 

b. he was going to marry her 

c. his name was David 

d. he had run away 

D. Please write down the last sentence you heard in 

the tape. 



" 

99 

APPENDIX B 

The Transcripts and Questions of the Sub-Tests in the 

Aural-Comprehension Test 

Sub-test One 

Dialogue One : TV Leasing 

A : I want to rent a TV set, please. 

B : Uh huh •.• Well, you can rent or lease or buy. 

A I don't want to buy. I only want to rent. 

B : O.K., fine. Our lease plan is the best for you 

then. You pay the same as renting, but it's 

better because you can buy it after 12 months if 

you want to. 

A : But I don't want to buy. 

B : Yes, I know you don't now, but you might in 

twelve months time. 

A O.K. You win. Can I have a look at a few to 

compare them. 

B :; Certainly. 

Q1iestions : 

1 • What does the lady want? 

2. What does the man re commend? Why? 

3. Is the lady going to accept the 'lease olan 1 ? 
4. What else does the lady asi<: for? 
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Sub-test Two 

Dialogue Two : Barbecue 

Ranger: Hey! What are you doing? 

Man: We're going - to have a barbecue. 

Ranger: Barbecue! Didn't you see the sign down the road? 

Man: Yes, we saw- the sign,. but a barbecue's safe, 

isn't it? 

Ranger: No,. sorry, not on a total fire ban day. If you 

do, it's a 2 .• 000 dollar fine. 

Man: Umm. Expensive barbecue! 

Ranger: Yes. mate. You:111 have to put it out. 

Questions: 

1. What is the man going to do? 

2 . Can he do what he wants? 

3. Why not? What does the sign say? 

4. What will happen if he has a barbecue? 

5. How much is the fine? 

6. What is a fire ban? 

7. What is a barbecue? 

Sub-test Three 

Telephone Call 

Instruction : In this exercise you will hear a telephone 

call from the other end. What you are asked 

to do is t o understand the message and pass it 

it on when the person returns. · 

Suppa s e you are visiting a friend's house. 

He is expecting a phone call, but has had to 

go out for half an hour. Listen to the 
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telephone call so that you can tell your 

friend about it when he. returns. Here is 

the phone call. Listen: 

Hello. Is Peter in? No. All right. Will you please 

take a message for him from Diana? This is the message : 

Will he be the interpreter this evening for the 

Australian teacher. Mary. at the Peking Opera? 

He should meet Mary in the foyer at the Shoudu 

Theatre at seven o'clock. Mary will have the 

tickets. Please phone me as soon as possible. 

My number is 892604, extension 33. O.K.? All 

right? That's right. 

Instruction : Now you tell your friend what Diana's 

message is. 

Sub-test Four 

Dialogue Three : The Runaround 

Shop Assistant A: Can I help you? Are you looking for 

anything in particular? 

Customer: No, I'm not. I'm looking for the 

manager. Where can I find him? 

Shop Assistant A: Ah, you want Mr Brown. He works on 

the next floor up. 

Customer: Oh, thanks. 

Shop Assistant B: Can I help you? 

Customer: Yes; I - er - 1 1m looking for Mr Brown . 

Shop Assist ant B Well, he's not here. I'm afraid. 

Customer: But they told me downstairs that he 

works here. 

Shop Assistant B Oh yes, he works he r e , but he's not 
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Customer : 

working today. - He's having a holiday. 

Oh!? 

Shop Assistant B 

Customer: 

Ah, can I help you instead? 

Maybe. It's about this iron. - It 

doesn't work. 

Shop Assistant B : Oh, look, I'm sorry; - you're in the 

wrong place. You want the complaints 

department. 

Dustomer: Well, where's that? 

Shop Assistant B . Take the lift to the fourth floor, . 
down the corridor to the end, turn 

the left - and it's the third door 

the right. 

Dus tom er . . O.K. - thanks. 

Shop Assistant B And, uh - ask for Mr Black. 

Customer : Er - right. 

Questions : 

1 • Where is the conversation likely to be? 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Between whom do you think this conversation is? 

What is the customer looking for? 

Why can't the custom er find the manage!?: upstairs ? 

What is the customer going to complain about? 

Where exactly is the complaints department? 

go 

to 

on 

7. •Whom should he talk t o at the complaints department? 

Dialogu e Four : Trouble with the Back 

Doctor; Well, how are you, Fred? 

Fred Oh, - haven't been f e eltng too well l ately - b een 

ha ving a bi t of trou ble with th e back. 
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Hmm, I see • - Hmm, still driving the taxi? 

Yeah, - still at it. 

You've been in that game a while, Fred. 

Yes. I've been at it for nearly twelve years now, 

but, ah - lately it's been getting on top of me a 

bit. 

Oh, - how do you mean? 

Well, - I've been on the airport run, and I've 

been lifting a lot of heavy suitcases. 

Hmm (pause) suitcases,. huh? 

- Show me how you've been lifting these suitcases. 

Oh, - just the usual way - like this. 

Doctor • Ah, I think that's the trouble. You've been 

lifting them the wrong way! , 

Fred : What do you mean? 

Doctor Well, you've been lifting with your back! 

Fred: Huh? - How else can I do it? 

Doctor: Well, you should have been using your legs -

like this. It takes the strain off your back . 

Fred: Oh, - thanks, Doctor. - I'll do that. 

Doctor: And, um, - by the way, Fred, have you been 

doing much - ah - overtime lately? 

Fred 

Doctor 

Fred: 

Doctor 

Fred 

Oh, no~ - not much , but I have been working 

round the house a lot. 

I see . 

Well, the wife's been at me a bit lately to keep 

the garden looking nice. 

Uh huh, - well , I think you'd better take things 

easy for a while . 

0. K. , I will. 
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Doctor: Yes; relax a bit more on the weekends and uh -

by the way, don't forget what I told you about 

lifting thin gs. 

Fred Right-e-o, Doctor, - I'll do. that, and I'll 

give your lif~ing idea a go, too. 

Doctor: Good, Fred, and, uh. - by the way - don't let 

your wife work you into the ground, will you? 

Question : 

1. How has Fred been feeling lately? 

2. What is his job? How long has he been at the 

job? 

3. What run has he been on? 

4. What's wrong with his back? 

5. What does the do.ctor say about Freci. 1 !l .::iethod of 

lifting suitcases? 

6. What advice does the doctor give him? 

Dialogue Five : Trouble with the Landlord 

Mr Solvit: Have a seat, Mr Stavrons. - Now, what's the 

problem? 

Con 

Mr Solvit 

Con : 

Mr Solvit 

Con : 

Well, - as 1 to~d you on the ph<;me, I'm 

having .a bit,.of trouble with my landlord. 

Oh! Yes. - What sort of trouble? 

Wpll, ~when. I moved in six months ago~ he 

said he was going to fix up a couple of 

things that needed doing. 

What sort of things exactly? 

Well - there was no ventilation in the kitchen 

and the hot water system wasn't working 
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properly. 

Mr Sol vi t : An:d he said he'd have them attended to? 

Con : Yes, that's right, he agreed to have them 

done. 

Mr Solvit: Straight away, I suppose. 

Con : Yes, that's right. But now six months have 

gone by and nothing has been done. 

Mr Solvit: Um, - so he's broken his promise. 

Con : 

Mr Sol vi t 

Con : 

Yes, and not only that. Now that the lease 

has run out, he says he wants to increase the 

r.ent by $6.00 a week! 

Well, he can't do that without your agreement, 

you know-. 

Yes-, I know -that,.· but the trouble is he can 

evict me if I don't agree. 

Mr Solvit: Yes, that's true , - he can. However, eviction 

is easier said than done. 

Con : You mean it could be difficult for him? 

Mr Solvit: Yes, he can't just throw you out on to the 

street. He has to giveyou reasonable notice -

usually a month. 

Con 

Mr Solvit 

Con 

Yes, - Well, that's comforting to know , but, 

you see, - I don't want to shift . I'd prefer 

to stay where I am . 

Would you pay the increase if he actually did 

the work? 

Yes, I would. I just want the work done. I ' d 

do it myself and send him the bill, but -. 

Mr Solvit : No! Don 1 t do that. A tenant can•~ make 

alterations or improvements without the 
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landlord's approval. You w-on.1 t have a leg 

to stand on if you do that. 

Cori : Well, then, what can I do? 

Mr Solvit You've been a good tenant, I take it. - I 

mean, you're up to date with your rent? 

Con : Yes, of course. We've never been behind with 

our rent. not even once. 

Mr Solvit: Well, I suggest you go and see him again and 

tell him you'll agree to the increase if he 

has the work done. 

Con : And if he doesn't agree? 

Mr Solvit: Well, tell him ·you've been to see me at the 

Tenants' Action Union and I have advised . you 

to take out an action against him to make 

him do the work. 

Con : I understand, - sort of threaten him? 

Mr Solvit: No, - not exactly; - just point out your legal 

rights. I think he'll get the picture • 

Question 

1 • 

2. 

How long has Mr Con Stavrons been renting the houser 

What's wrong with the house? 

3. What did the landlord. promise to do? 

4. What does the landlord say now about the rent? 

5. 

6. 

7. 

Why does Mr Solvit say 1 eviction is easier said than 

done '? 

Can a tenant make any improvements without the 

landlord's approval? Why? 

What does Mr Solvit suggest? 


