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ABSTRACT 

A newly emerging, developing country has many high priority 

areas. Many of these high priority areas are related to 

the educational system. Education is viewed by many 

political leaders (and also by citizens rich and poor) as 

a 'Golden Key '' which will unlock doors labelled with words 

such as ''Development.,, 'Progress·•, •·Success', and 'the 

English Language·•. 

The English Language, a modern technical, trade and 

diplomatic language, is one of the avenues of communication 

which may enhance development within Vietnam. 

At the present moment, foreign language teaching and 

especially Teaching English as a Foreign Language and 

Teaching English for Special/Specific purposes, are given 

high priority ratings by those who plan the development 

stages for Vietnam. It is also recognized that EFL and ESP 

teaching can and should be improved. 

Australia is assisting this process of improvement by 

supporting an assistance programme. Twenty two teachers 

from tertiary language centres have been studying Teaching 

English as a Foreign Language at the Canberra College of 

Advanced Education. This writer is one of these students. 



One of the requirements for the Master's Degree in 

Teaching English as a Foreign Language is an extended 

Field Study in a specific area. This writer selected 

'Aural Comprehension·'. 

In this Field Study, the writer has explored the past 

and present position of teaching ''Aural Comprehension" 

in Vietnam. The writer has identified several significant 

problem areas and has suggested alternative options which 

may improve the teaching and the learning in this area. 

iii 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

ABSTRACT 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES, FIGURES AND DIAGRAJ.'-15 

INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 

1 

1.1 
1.2 
1.3 
1.4 
1.4.1 
1.4.2 
1.4.3 
1.4.4 

1.5 

2 

2.1 
2.2 
2.2.1 
2.2.2 
2.2.3 
2.2.4 
2.3 
2.4 

A BRIEF HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF FLT 
IN VIETNAM 

Introduction 
Education System in Vietnam: The Present 
Foreign Languages in Vietnam 
English Language Teaching in Vietnam 
Prior to 1954 
1954 - 1975 
1975 - Present 
Five EFL Skills 
a, Listening 
b, Speaking 
c, Reading 
d, Writing 
e, Translation 
Conclusion 

PROBLEM A.lIBAS IN TEACHING 
AURAL COMPREHENSION IN VIETNAM 
Introduction 
Interference of the Mother Tongue 
Pronunciation 
Stress and Intonation 
Structure 
Vocabulary 
Teacher Education 
English Resources 

iv 

Page 

i 

ii 

iv 

vii 

1 

3 

3 
4 
5 
7 
7 
7 
8 

12 
12 
13 
16 
17 
18 
19 

23 

23 
23 
24 
26 
28 
29 
31 
33 



2.4.1 
2.4.2 

2.4.3 
2.5 
2.5.1 
2.5.2 
2.5.3 
2.5.4 
2.5.5 
2.6 

3 

3.1 
3.2 
3.3 
3.4 
3.5 
3.6 
3.6.1 
3.6.2 
3.6.3 
3.6.4 
3.7 
3.7.1 

3.7.2 

3.8 

4 

4.1 
4.2 
4.3 
4.4 
4.5 
4.6 
4.7 
4.8 
4.9 

Listening Materials 
Audio-Visual Aids 
a, Advantages 
b, Disadvantages 
c, Summary 
English Speakers as Models 
Teaching of Listening at the HNFLC 
Aims of English Courses at the HNFLC 
Goals of Aural Teaching at the HNFLC 
Listening Practice 
Teaching Techniques 
Aural Materials and Aids 
Conclusion 

AURAL COMPREHENSION: THEORETICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 

Introduction 
What is Listening Comprehension 
Aims.of Aural Comprehension 
Present Position of Listening Teaching 
Nature of Aural Comprehension 
Types of Listening Comprehension 
Gist Listening 
Detailed Listening 
Intensive Listening 
Extensive Listening 
Factors Affecting Aural Comprehension 
Internal Factors 
a, Listener's Experience 
b, Listener's Knowledge of L2 
c, Listener's Knowledge of Subject Matter 
d, Listener's Motivation and Purpose 
External Factors 
a, Speaker Factor 
b, Cultural Factor 
c, Material Factor 
Conclusion 

AURAL COMPREHENSION IN LANGUAGE TEACHING 
APPROACHES 

Introduction 
Approach, Method and Technique 
Grammar-Translation Approach 
Direct Approach 
Audio-Lingual Approach 
Structural-Situational Approach 
Functional-Notional Approach 
Communicative Approach 
Conclusion 

33 
35 
36 
38 
40 
40 
41 
41 
42 
43 
45 
47 
48 

49 

49 
50 
51 
51 
52 
55 
56 
57 
57 
58 
59 
59 
60 
60 
63 
65 
67 
67 
69 
71 
72 

73 

73 
74 
75 
77 
78 
80 
82 
86 
90 

V 



5 

5.1 
5.2 
5.2.1 
5.2.2 
5.2.3 
5.2.4 
5.2.5 

5.3 
5.3.1 
5.3.2 
5.3.3 
5.3.4 

5.4 

5.5 
5.5.1 
5.5.2 
5.5.3 

5.6 

5.7 

6 

6.1 
6.2 
6.2.1 
6.2.2 
6.2.3 
6.3 
6.3.1 
6.3.2 
6.3.3 
6.3.4 
6.4 

TEACHING TECHNIQUES: AN INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 
Prediction of Upcoming Information 
Speech Markers 
Grammatical Markers 
Cultural Cues 
Contextual Cues 
Suggested Techniques 
a, Completion Items 
b, Cloze Procedure 
c, Word-Guessing Games 
Pronunciation, Stress and Intonation 
Discrimination of Pronunciation 
Distinction of Stress 
Identification of Intonation 
Recommended Techniques 
a, Same/Different 
b, Listen and Choose 
c, Listen and Draw 
d, Underlining Stressed Words 
Identification of Relevant Information 
a, Multiple-Choice 
b, True-False 
c, Topic-Identification 
a, Irrelevant-Sentence Identification 
Interpretation of Sp,aaker 1 s Intention 
Utterance Function 
Coherance 
Proposed Techniques 
a, Identifying Speaker 1 s Intention 
b, Inferring Speaker's Mood 
Retention of Important Information 
a, Note-Taking 
b, Recall-Work 
c, Oral Activity 
Conclusion 

LISTENING SYLLABUS: AN INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 
External Considerations 
Administration Guidelines 
Theoretical Assumptions 
Students' Needs 
Development of an Intensive Syllabus 
Specification of Course Aims and Objectives 
Course Content 
Learning Experience 
Evaluation 
Conclusion 

95 

95 
96 
98 

100 
104 
105 
107 
107 
110 
111 
112 
112 
113 
115 
117 
117 
119 
119 
121 
122 
125 
126 
126 
127 
128 
129 
130 
133 
133 
134 
135 
136 
137 
138 
138 

140 

140 
140 
141 
141 
143 
145 
146 
150 
152 
153 
155 

vi 



CONCLUDING THOUGHTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

APPENDIX 

LIST OF TABLES , FIGURES AND DIAGRA.lv!S 

Table 1 : Aural Lessons at the HNFLC 

Figure 1 : A Communication Model of a Source 
System to a Receiver System 

Diagram l:Shows How the Four Language Skills 
Are Related 

Table 2 : Markers Showing Discourse Organization 

Table 3 : Markers Showing Speaker I s Viewpoint 

Diagram 2;External Factors Are Negotiated and 

Table 4 

Table 5 

Table 6 

Transformed into Programme Objectives 
and Classroom Activities 

: Statement of Aims and Objectives 
for Year One 

; Statement of Aims and Objectives 
for Year Two 

: Statement of Aims and Objectives 
for Year Three 

Table 7· ;The Syllabus for Year Three, Term One: 
Sample 

158 

166 

174 

vii 



1 

INTRODUCTION 

Aim of the Field Study 

English as a foreign language has important significance 

in Vietnam today for two major reasons. First, Vietnam 

has contact with many nations of the world; English is 

one of the major international languages; therefore to 

continue this important contact a number of Vietnamese 

must have excellent command of English in order to 

permit free communication between and amongst nations. 

Second, English is one of the international technical 

languages. In order to facilitate internal development 

of the nation, Vietnam requires a number of professional 

and technical people who have an excellent command of 

English for special/specific purposes. Therefore, Viet

nam is placing a high priority on developing the English 

as a Foreign Language Programme in its tertiary insti

tutions. 

For many reasons which this writer will explore in this 

Field Study,aural comprehension and the development of 

listening skills has been a neglected area in some of 

the EFL programmes in Vietnam. Therefore, the focus 

of this Field Study will b e on aural comprehension and 

the development of listening skills, and more specifically 

in relationship to the EFL programme at Hanoi Foreign 

La nguages College. 



2 

Scope and MethodolQgy_ of This StuQ_Y 

This writer will attempt to place EFL teaching in its 

historical perspective and describe its present position 

in Vietnam. This writer will then isolate aural compre

hension and the development of listening skills and ex

pand this description to include strengths and weaknesses 

in the present teaching in this area. 

After reviewing some of the theoretical positions which 

influence EFL teaching today; and, in specific, aural 

comprehension and the development of listening skills, 

this writer will then present several teaching techniques 

which-may influence the development of these skills. 

The reader is advised that this Field Study will concen

trate fairly specifically on the EFL programme at Hanoi 

Foreign Languages College and more specifically at the 

year 3 segment of this programme. 
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Chapter 1 

A BRIEF HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING 

IN VIETNAM 

1.1 Introduction 

Vietnam is located in Southeast Asia. The geographic term 

reminds the reader of the influence of European nations 

in this region of the world as well as influences from 

Asia. 

Before European forces created colonies in what is now 

Vietnam, education was mainly of two types. The first was 

for children of affluent families, the second was religious 

education by Buddhist monks. 

With the coming of French colonial government in Vietnam1 

came French colonial education. 

The language of instruction was French as well as Vietnamese. 

Advancement and promotion came with command of French 

rather than the Vietnamese language. 

After World War II, ~he French attempted to return to 

power in Vietnam. But, as in many other areas of the world, 

colonial areas were seeking independence. Independence 

usually included a return to the national language - in 

this case - Vietnamese. 

During the period of time (1954-1975) when the American 

forces were in South Vietnam, there was increased pressure 

to learn English. In North Vietnam, there was an increasing 
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need to learn Russian, Chinese, English and French. 

Now that Vietnam is united once again,there is a major 

stress to teach Vietnamese to all young people (in fact 

Vietnamese has been stressed in the North since 1954) 

and to teach modern languages, such as Russian and Eng

lish, to people who need technical language either to 

further their education or to support their technical 

profession. 

1.2 Education Sy stem in Vietnam: the Present 

Children in Vietnam start school at the age of six and 

finish when they are seventeen. Most of them remain in 

school for twelve years except those who have to repeat 

a year. The twelve-year system was instituted in 1984 

throughout the country (Vietnam in Culture, 1983). They 

study for eight years in primary and middle schools and 

four years in secondary schools. 

Normally,children have five lesson periods (of forty

five minutes each) every day from Monday to Saturday. 

Classes are often large between thirty and fifty. 

Assessments are based primarily on monthly tests and 

end-of-semester examinations. Every pupil has to pass 

the examinations before going on to the next higher 

class. 

There are no private schools now though there used to be 

in the past. All schools and tertiary i nstitutions(colleges 

and universities) are run by the state. 
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It is likely that a number of school leavers may go to 

vocational schools and a few others may obtain a place 

at a tertiary institution.Those who are unable to fit 

into the above categories go to work either in factories 

or on farms. 

Studies at tertiary levels vary from three to six years 

depending on the needs of the country and the require

ments of the award. 

1.3 Foreign Lang~ges in Vietnam 

Foreign languages play a very vital role in education 

in Vietnam today. They have been viewed as a 'golden key' 

to modern science and technology and as an instrument 

to promote commerce and strengthen understanding between 

Vietnam and other countries all over the world. 

In a talk to teachers and students of Hanoi Foreign 

Languages Teacher Training College on July 10, 1970, 

Prime Minister Pham Van Dong empbasized the immediate 

need for foreign language teachers in the cause of na

tional construction and defence. He said that· 11 The basic 

question is what to teach and how to teach, so that after 

graduation as teachers they are in a position to impart 

a basic knowledge of a target language 11
• 

At the present,three main foreign languages are taught 

in Vietnam: Russian ,English and French. The teaching 

of foreign languages begins in the ninth form (in some 

schools in cities it starts in class 5). It continues 



up to the final form (12) and goes on through tertiary 

levels usually involving from four to six lessons per 

week. Foreign languages are one of the four national 

areas set for examinations. 

Other foreign languages such as German, Spanish, Ja

panese, Bulgarian, Hungarian and Czechoslovakian are 

also taught to a smaller number of students. 

Foreign languages taught at the HNFLC( the Hanoi 

Foreign Languages College)* are: Russian, English, 

6 

German, Bulgarian, Hung.arian Polish and Czechoslovakian, 

They are taught to both students who have successfully 

completed general education and successful graduates 

who after working for some years, require some form of 

preparation for tertiary or postgraduate studies in 

these countries under their assistance programmes. 

Many foreign language teachers obtained their first 

degree in Vietnam. Recently, a number of foreign language 

college teachers have had an opportunity to visit or 

upgrade their qualification in host countries. 

Teaching materials in schools are essentially in-country 
' 

and are teacher-produced materials. Only Russian text

books were written in collaboration with native speakers ~ 

At tertiary levels, both in-country and imported 

materials are used. 

* The Hanoi Foreign Languages College is one of 

the big tertiary level foreign languages 

colleges in Vietnam. 
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1.4 Eng lish Languag e Teaching in Vietnam 

English has been widely taught in Vietnam for some twen

ty years as a foreign language. Chronologically, the 

teaching of English in Vietnam can be divided into three 

periods of time: l)prior to 1954, 2)1954-1975, 3)1975-

present. 

1.4.1 Prior to 1954 

There appears to be little to say about English teaching 

during this time since there was only very limited 

teaching of English to children of the wealthy. There was 

almost no need to learn English for communication during 

this time because the languages of instruction were 

Vietnamese and French. 

The teaching of English stressed mainly grammar, reading 

and translation. Speaking ana·· listening skills were rarely 

practised. The teaching method was basically grammar

translation. Everything was taught in Vietnamese. 

1.4.2 1954 - 1975 

After the return of peace in North Vietnam, English be

gan to have a place in education. After 1965, English 

became increasingly popular {Brick and Louie 1984:42), 

especially in the South. It was in 1971 that English was 

taught in secondary schools in the North. 

On the whole , the Grammar-Translation Approach was used 

throughout Vietnam during this period. In the South, as 
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Brick and Louie (1984:42) say, 11 the focus was on reading 

and comprehension11
; in the North 1 grammar, reading and 

translation. 

Other approaches like the Direct Approach, the Structural 

Approach and the Audio-Lingual Approach were also used. 

Although the Direct Approach was introduced briefly in 

a few colleges, the Structural and the Audio-Lingual 

Approaches were still favoured. 

Teaching materials in the North were mainly teacher

developed materials prepared within colleges.In-country 

course-books appeared to have been written in a tradi

tional method, e.g~ English for Beginners by Pham Duy Trong 

and English for Scientists by Vu Ta Lam. In the South, 

commercial textbooks such as New Concept English and 

English for Today were commonly used. Other commercial 

materials also in use in Vietnam are Linguaphone Course, 

New Present Day English, the Essential English for 

Foreign Students series and many others from the Soviet 

Union. 

1.4.3 1975 - Present 

There are ten tertiary institut.ions in Vietnam now train

ing English-major students. They are: 

1. the Hanoi Foreign Languages College, 

2. the Hanoi Foreign Languages Teacher Training 

College 1 

3. the Hanoi University , 



4. the Hanoi Foreign Affairs College, 

5. the Hanoi Foreign Trade College, 

6. the Army Foreign Languages College, 

7. the University of Hue, 

8. the Hue University of Teacher Education, 

9. the University of Dalat, and 

10. the University of Ho Chi Minh City. 

English is also taught to non-English majors in all 

other colleges and universities in Vietnam. 

9 

English, however, does not appear to play an important 

part in social life in Vietnam as it may in other SL 

(second language) situations. Thus, the emphasis is on Eng

lish as a medium of instruction rather than that of com

munication, that is to say, English is used in teaching 

and in vocational training in Vietnam. 

TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) in Vietnam 

has long faced problems of the availability and appropriate

ness of teaching materials and teaching methodologies in 

that both teaching methods and materials have stressed 

the written word. Recently,there has been an innovation 

in .. teaching strategies and teaching materials. The current 

approach, the Functional-Notional Approach, focusing on 

the language functions for communication, has been in 

use in many English programmes. Other approaches like 

Grammar-Translation, Structural-Situational, Audio-Lingual 

and Audio-Visual are still in use. 
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There is some improvement-in the teaching of English to 

English. major students. It gives stress to the four major 

skills particularly aural-oral skills. Like most EL 

teachers today we are "aware of the benefits to be derived 

from using the four skills as a means of presenting, 

practising and extending one and the same set of language 

forms and functions" (White in English Teaching Perspec

tives edited by Byrne, 1981 : 132). However, there is 

still much room for improvement. Many problems still 

exist and they will be reviewed in the next section. 

In EFL teaching to non-English majors who will need Eng

lish for specific purposes, the Grammar-Translation 

Approach is still favoured. Grammatical parsing and trans

lation exercises are frequently used. English taught is 

initially general. There is an introduction of collections 

of specific reading passages near the end of the courses. 

In b rief, the kind of scientific English the students 

need for their work appears to be irrelevant. 

Recently,a range of commercial textbooks have been intro

duced instead of mainly in-country and teacher-constructed 

materials. They are Strategies, Kernel, Mainline,Stream

.lill books and many more. However, these up-to-date 

materials are in short supply. Old-fashioned course -

books like New Concept English and Linguaphone Course 

are still in use in some parts of Vietnam. 

In addition to the lack of modern teaching materials, 
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English teaching staff in Vietnam do not seem to have 

access to journals such as English Language Teaching, 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languag.~ and 

SEAMEO Regional Language Centre, which are of great value 

to those who wish to improve their teaching. 

At the present time, there seems to be no postgraduate 

EFL teacher training in Vietnam though administrators 

and educators in Vietnam are fully aware that without 

this, "there can be no sense of professionalism"and that 

if educators have no first-hand experience, they can 

scarcely be effective in training others in skills that 

they do not possess themselves (Denham, 1983:7). 

As far as testing is concerned, there used to be no 

assessment of communication ability. Students were pre

sented with written tests involving grammar, composition, 

dictation, reproduction and translation. Oral tests were 

also required but restricted to speaking about certain 

topics, making sentences with known vocabulary and 

structures, and answering questions. 

Recently, teaching methods and materials have been im

proved in a sense and so have the testing techniques. 

At present, there are tests on separate skills: listening, 

speaking, reading, writing and translating. Tests, however, 

are designed to measure the leaners' knowledge of course 

content rather than communication ability. 
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1.4.4 Five EFL Skills 

At the present1 the teaching of five language skills has 

been timetabled in courses for English-majors and for 

short intensive ESP courses (English for Special/ 

Specific purposes). 

Teaching techniques, teaching materials and the amount of 

time devoted to these skills di.ffer from college to college 

according to the individual college's decision as to 

priority. 

In general, the teaching of the five language skills 

appears to require some additional assistance and support. 

There are a number of limitations that require identifi

cation. 

1.4.4 a) Listening 

Listening has been one of the neglected areas in many EFL 

courses in Vietnam until recently. Perhaps, Celce-Murcia 

and McIntosh (1979:64) assume, this is because the audio

lingual teaching had been to make :learners 1 listen and 

repeat' · rather than 'listen and understand' • According to 

Morley (1972:vii), listening comprehension used to be 

neglected, perhaps, on the assumption that: 

fistening is a reflex, a little like breathing
listening seldom receives over teaching atten
tion in one's native language - has masked the 
importance and complexity of listening with 
understanding in a non-native language. 

The skill of listening was neglected in TEFL in Vietnam 

also, perhaps, due to the fact that a lot of stress was 
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given to written English rather than spoken English as 

has been mentioned earlier. It began to have a place in 

some English courses approximately seven years ago. How

ever, little time is given to developing listening compre

hension skills in comparison with other skills such as 

speaking. For example, in terms of lessons,the five-year 

course for English majors at the HNFLC consists of two 

listening lessons out of twenty-five lessons per week 

(of 45 minutes each). 

Teaching techniques are mainly comprehension questions 

and answers, multiple-choice, true-false, completion and 

dictation. Teaching materials appropriate for specific 

types of students are in short supply. In some areas 1 

teachers might read passages from written texts for 

reproduction. A number of Vietnamse EFL students,parti

cularly in rural areas,do not have an opportunity to 

listen to native English speaking models. In short, 

little opportunity is provided for the students' aural 

practice. Also,students appear to be exposed to limited 

learning strategies. 

Problems in teaching listening are diverse and will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 

1.4.4 b) Speaking 

Oral skills are frequently practised in what is calle d 

a 'language practice 1 class in English courses in Vietnam 

involving the use of textbooks. Practising not only 



14 .. 

includes speaking but also listening, reading and writ

ing. Much time is devoted to repetition, which is a mecha

nical subsitution practice of isolated sentences. Speak

ing is focused in terms of linguistic competence rather 

than communicative ability. Brick and Louie {1984:42) 

remark that "A lot of importance was attached to correct

ness and students were often afraid they would make 

mistakes if they spoke11
• It is believed that when students 

are learning to speak, their errors should not always be 

directly corrected. Terrell (1982:128) expresses this 

view very clearly: 

I believe that three solid reasons exist for 
avoiding direct correction of speech errors: 
l)correction of speech errors play no important 
role in the progress toward an adult's model of 
grammar in any natural language-acquisition situ
ation~ 2)~correction of speech errors will create 
affective barriers; and 3) correction of speech 
errors tends to focus the speaker on form, promoting 
learning at the expense of acquisition. 

Another problem is that very often in a language practice 

lesson, the students are taught the rules pf English but 

they rarely are taught when, where and how to use these 

rules. Questions are taught early in the prograrrnne. The 

students are, however, not often taught which questions 

are more appropriate in different circumstances. Therefore 1 

they tend to understand these rules intellectual~-y more 

readily than they can use them. For example, a Vietnamese 

student, in an interview for further studies overseas 

after being asked "How are you?", 11How old are you?" , 



11How do you like English?" and so on, then asked the 

iro.tervi_-ewer who was_ a middle-aged English lad¥__ 

"And how old are you?" 

15 

Moreover, there appears to be little communication 

between/among members of the class though 11A class is a 

social group and in general people want to get to know 

one another and want to try out the new language with 

peers" (Howells, 1981:37). Perhaps.,it would seem reason

able to say that it is because of the emphasis on the 

written word· and "the somewhat passive role of the 

learner in traditional teaching" (Wilkins, 1974:66) as a 

result. 

In short, we should teach students to speak English effec

tively, not just correctly. Oral skills so essential 

for oral communication such as requesting explanations 

or repetition, interrupting speakers, changing topics, 

turn-taking, non-verbal behaviour and other communica

tion acts should be taught to enable students to speak 

English properly and naturally. The English short, weak 

and contracted word forms and stress and intonation 

should be practised as frequently and thoroughly as 

possible. That is to say, students should be provided 

with both intensive and extensive oral practice if the 

aim of a mastery of spontaneous oral production is to 

be achieved. 
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1.4.4 c) Reading 

Vietnamese has a Romanized alphabet consisting of twenty 

four letters. Two English letters 'jf and 1 w 1 are non

existent in Vietnamese. Hence, many Vietnamese students 

do not seem to find the English graphic form difficult 

when they read and write. A great problem is that they 

do not appear to be familiar with appropriate reading 

techniques and materials needed for their future work. 

It is true that reading is one of the areas which has 

received attention for years. Yet, listening skills re

lated to comprehension appear to be poorly covered in 

some reading programmes. For instance, in reading lessons 

in some parts of Vietnam, classes are often occupied with 

written texts for grammar manipu'l,'.;ation exercises and not 

for the development of reading skills, as has been ob

served by Jonathan Trench (1983:8) - a consultant for 

UNESCO/UNDP Project VIE/ 80/053. 

Appropriate and authentic materials are in inadequate 

supply in many EFL programmes. By 'authentic' materials 

it is meant that the presentation and format of an origi

nal text are not changed, e.,g. an article or an advertise

ment from a newspaper. Reading materials used·. in reading 

classes are mainly comprehension passages. Short stories 

and funny stories are favoured by both teachers and 

students. 

Reading is a process of thinking involving different 

skills. Reading skills aiding comprehension like 
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predicting, scanning, skimming, grammatical clues and so 

on should be introduced and stressed. In other words, we 

should get students to "exhaust all their own devices 

before·, turning' for help"(Chastain, 1973: 184) from dic

tionaries, or teachers or peers. The course, therefore, 

should progress systematically from initial reading 

skills to more complex ones so that it would be a guide 

to the learners' ability to comprehend, summarize and sys

_tematize written materials preparing them for further 

education. Also, it is suggested that there should be 

inte:gration of reading and writing in teaching students 

to read as in real life we sometimes write when we read. 

1. 4. 4 d). Writing 

Writing is one of the important forms of communication 

and has long been a concern in ELT. Writing in Vietnam 

hbwever, is the last important skill as there is almost 

no need for Vietnamese to write in English in order to 

communicate (except for commercial people and transla

tors). This need not mean that no attention should be 

paid to it at all. In fact.Jthere is writing practice in 

almost all programmes in Vietnam. However, the teaching 

of writing in some English courses is limited to guided 

or controlled compositions emphasizing rules from punc

tuations to lexical distinctions. Little attention is 

given to creative or free writing. Other forms of commu

nicative writing are less emphasized, e.g. writing let

ters of thanks or letters inviting people to do things, 
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writing postcards or filling in forms and so on. In 

addition, attention is given to what to write more than 

how to write. As 11 the process of writing is an active 

thinking process 11 (Laurence, 1984:13), there is a need 

to help students learn how to write, in specific, to 

develop academic writing. 

Writing essays, assignments and reports in English is 

one of the problems confronting a number of Vietnamese 

students studying overseas. Therefore, writing programmes 

should cater for those needs as well as preparing stu

dents for further studies. Like speaking skills, we 

should train students to write effectively as well as 

correctly. 

1.4.4 e) Translation 

As has been mentioned in 1.4.1 and 1.4.2, the favoured 

method in TEFL in Vietnam is grammar-translation. Trans

tion exercises from Vietnamese into English and vice

versa are, therefore, familiar to Vietnamese learners of 

English and are frequently practised. However, Vietnamese 

speakers of English find it very difficult to do transla

tion especially from English into Vietnamese. In Viet

namese-English translation many Vietnamese students tend 

to impose the rules of their own language on English. 

That is why their translation may be grammatically 

correct but does not 'sound' English. 

Problems in translation teaching is,perhaps, partly due to 
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the nature of the difficulty of this area itself. Smith 
I 

(1985:3), when discussing Enqlish as an International 

J 
Lanquage, assumes that: 

Idioms, puns, and aliusions often do not cross 
the communication barriers when translated from 
one culture to another, nor do metaphors usually 
fit. 

In other words, this barrier to effective translation is 

partly due to cross-culture influences and partly due to 

the limi tea amount of teaching t- translation skills1 to 

students. 

Translation is a special ,complex and demanding skill that 

requires both a good command of the mother tongue and that 

of the target language. Thus, before atteIT![_pting to teach 

translation in English it is essential that the students 

should master listening, speaking, reading and writing 

skills. In other words, sufficient skills in these areas 

of English must be developed. It is also equally impor

tant that cultural studies should be introduced during 

the course. 

Robert Lado (196'4:53) st9tes his view that "Translat'ion 

is not a substitute for language practice11
• Translation 

does not have an important role to play unless the learn

er's job is to translate. 

1.5 Conclusion 

This writer has explored the five language skill areas: 

listening, speaking, reading, writing and translating 
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as they are being taught today in Vietnam. The brief 

review suggests that there is a need to attempt to im

prove the teaching in each of the five areas. Teaching 

methodology should be appropriate for the specific skill 

area being stressed. Teaching materials need to be de

veloped for each of the five areas. They should be rele

vant to the Vietnamese scene. 

The initial teaching of English had weaknesses in that 

there used to be a big gap between college courses and 

the English the students needed in their future work or 

in their further education. As a result, "the number of 

Vietnamese who can communicate adequately in English is 

small" (Trench, 1983:8). A significant number of students 

who majored in English were unable to speak English 

effectively when they came into contact with English 

speaking people after having studied English for four or 

five years. At the present, Vietnamese speakers who have 

a good command of English are in great demand. 

Vietnamese students have the enthusiasm and the ability 

to learn English. Teachers of English as a foreign 

language have an opportunity to work with these enthu

siastic students. Therefore,they also have the obliga

tion to improve their teaching and to seek more relevant 

learning materials for their students. 

There has been some improvement in EFL teaching recently, 

as has been mentioned in 1.4.3. Some mention, however, 

should ,be made of required changes in teaching methodology 
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and materials. What needs to be done urgently is to re

assess teaching methods and materials in the teaching of 

the five language skills and other areas related to EFL. 

To improve teaching strategies in EFL teaching in Viet

nam, Vietnamese EFL teachers, particularly at tertiary 

levels, should be given special training or retraining 

opportunities through short-term intensive courses, ei

ther by sending them to English speaking countries to 

improve their qualifications or inviting English speaking 

experts to Vietnam to·help with teacher training and ma

terial development. 

Teaching materials need to be evaluated. As languages 

change over time, new teaching materials may need to be 

developed to suit the students' needs and to keep abreast 

of new developments. Home-country materials can be im

proved. Improved newly-produced materials now available 

in Vietnam are better than previous ones. Some of them 

perhaps, are irrelevant to the needs of Vietnamese stu

dents. Some are European materials and difficult to use, 

especially for inexperienced teachers. It is suggested 

that while in-:-country materials are not quite appropriate 

at the moment (existing materials are being updated and 

new ones are being designed), individual teachers should 

be innovative and try to collaborate with native speakers 

of English to develop new materials more appropriate to 

the needs of Vietnamese learners. 
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There is an u.rgent need for more ESP courses (English 

for Special/Specific Purposes). ESP teaching must be based 

strictly on skills and materials the students need in or

der to read English scientific materials and to work with 

English speaking experts or colleagues both in Vietnam 

and overseas. 

Finally, there are a number of problems areas for EFL 

teachers in Vietnam today. The four main ones confront

ing us are: more specific teacher education, more relevant 

materials, more adequate resources and more variety of 

modern teaching techniques of the five language skills: 

listening, speaking, reading, writing and translating 

and interpreting. This paper will focus on one small 

segment: listening comprehension. 
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Chapter 2 

PROBLEMS AREAS IN LISTENING COMPREHENSION IN VIETNAM 

2.1 Introduction 

As has been mentioned in the previous chapter (1.4.4.a) 

teaching aural comprehension was a most neglected skill 

area in many English courses in Vietnam for many years. 

Perhaps, teachers of English as a foreign language must 

acquire expertise in listening comprehension themselves 

in order to instruct their students in this all import

ant language skill. 

In this chapter,we will spend some time exploring some 

major problems which exist in teaching li.I;;t-ening ,in 

Vietnam. They are the interference of the mother tongue, 

teacher education and English resources. We will also 

review the teaching of listening at the HNFLC (Hanoi 

Foreign Languages College). 

2.2 Interference of the Mother Tongue 

One major problem confronting Vietnamese learners when 

they attempt- to communicate in English is the difference 

between the two languages such as pronunciation, stress 

and intonation, structure and vocabulary. As far as 

listening comprehension is concerned,these differences 

can create problems for the learner. 
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2.2.1 Pronunciation 

Broadly speaking, English pronunciation is comparatively 

difficult for Vietnamese learners to master. This is, 

perhaps, due to the nature of English pronunciation 

itself and the interfE:rence of Vietnamese. English vowels, 

for instance, consist of both short and long vowels like 

as only one vowel sound in Vietnamese appears for these 

English pairs. Hence, most Vietnamese students tend to 

shorten the English long vowels. For example, they have 

difficulty in hearing (thus in replicating) the diffe

rence between 

She 1 s going to slip 

and She's going to sleep 

or There's a ship over there 

and There's a sheep over there. 

Another problem is the English ending sounds. In Viet

namese,there are only six possible consonant endings 

( -p, -t, -k, -m, -n and ng) (Hoang Tue and Hoang Minh in 

~ " Remarks on the Phonological S:tructure of Vietnamese in 

Vietnamese studies:- Lirtguistr-c- Essay s, No. 40: a;i~~These final 

consonants seem to be unreleased or blurred in speaking. 

In English,all consonants are found in the final position 

and are heard except / h I and / Y I in British English. 

Thus,most Vietnamese learners seem either to fail to 
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produce the ending sounds or add the extra vowel /;;, / 

when they speak English. For example, 1.suuJ-n-t / (stu

dent) tends to become /ft/!.Ad.?li.c;) I.. English utterances 

with different endings e.g. 11 She_'s six today" and ".She's 
,. ",. .. -··r 

sick to9ay 11 may sometimes confuse some Vietnamese stu

dents in listening. 

Also, the sound linking, the weak form, the short form 

and the contraction of words (especially nouns) in 

spoken English cause some difficulty for some Vietnamese 

students of English. In addition, these components do 

not seem to be adequately covered and practised in many 

English courses in Vietnam .. That is why many Vietnamese 

students do not appear to get into the habit of using 

these forms in speaking English. In listening,these forms 

are occasionally confusingly understood. For instance, 

I Judr_,fJ(/ in "You shouldn 1 t've done that" sounds like 

a new word to some Vietnamese learners when they hear it 

for the first time unless they are under the guidance 

of informed teachers. The same is true with the contracted 
I/ 

form in the following examples from the article The Satis-
11 

faction o:f C~mtraction . f!"om Will/Shall to - 1_1],_, in 

English Teaching Forum , Vol. 23, No. 4, 1985 (25-27) 

by Jason B. Alter: 

1 .. A beetle had been eating the plant. 

A beet1 11 add colour to the salad .. 

2. The debate turned into a battle .. 

A bat'll made some people nervous. 
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3. He's in a terrible pickle. 

(pickle :colloquial for "distressing situations") 

This pick'll have to be repaired. 

4. "Peop le who need people are the luckiest 

people in the world 11 
• 

(line from a popular American song) 

A peep '11 convince you to buy the book. 

5. Her grandfather owns a cattie ranch. 

The cat' 11 distur.b us i:f we :§'orget to feed it. 

2.2.2 Stress and Intonation 

A major difference between the two languages is Vietnamese 

is a tonal language.while English is an intonational 

language. In tone languages, Fromkin and Rodman (1978:95) 

state that "the pitch of individual syllables is as 

important as the phonetic properties of segments". There 

are six tones in Vietnamese, for example: 

ma : ghost 

ma : but 

ma : grave 

ma : cod; appearance 

ma : cheek 

ma : rice seedling 

(From"Notes on Some Typological Characteristics 
of Vietnamese" by Hoang Giao in Viet
namese Studies: Linguistic Essays, 
No. 40: 48-49) 

Hoang Giao also reports that "All syllables in Vietnamese 

carry one or another of these tones without exception." 
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In other words, the tone of a syllable in Vietnamese 

helps distinguish one word from another and when a 

word is mispronounced its meaning may be distorted, for 

example 

rising tone A.'· (very dark) Toi qua 

level tone Toi I 
(very bad) qua 

Tt>i 
I 

falling tone: qua (What I s a pity!) 

In English;"tone patterns are associated with whole 

sentences and not with single words" (Further Guidelines, 

1979:31) and intonational differences may refer to d~£~

rent types of utterances. In other words, two ideas are 

expressed by the same utterance but with a different tone. 

For example, "She's coming 11 with a falling tone is a 

statement meaning "She's going to come 11 or "She's on the 

way here11
• The same utterance with a rising tone is a 

question meaning 11 Is she coming?". 

In English,certain syllables in certain words may carry 

stress. Stress on different words in a sentence communi

cates different meanings to the listener. For instance: 

' ~ sister is flying to Sydney next Friday. 

(My sister, not anybody else's.) 

' My sister is flying to Sydney next Friday. 

(My sister, not anybody else.) 

' My sister is flying to Sydney next Friday. 

(She is going there by air, not by any other 

means of transport) 



My sister is flying to Sydney next Friday. 

(She is flying to Sydney, not from Sydney.) 

' My sister is flying to Sydney next Friday. 
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(She is flying to Sydney not to any other place.) 

' My sister is flying to Sydney next Friday. 

(She is flying to Sydney next Friday, not this 

Friday) 

' My sister is flying to Sydney next Friday. 

(She is flying next Friday, not any -other day 

of the week•) 

Each syllable in Vietnamese receives at least one tone. 

With English, this then is a problem. In speaking English 1 

Vietnamese learners tend to impose the habit of stressing 

every syllable as in their own language on English. Thus, 

instead of producing English utterances in meaningful 

tone groups, they tend to separate words. In listening, 

they do not seem to be able to predict meanings by 

identifying stress and intonation. 

2.2.3 Structure 

There is also a difference between structures in Viet

namese and English. Vietnamese has no distinction b etween 

countables and uncountables, no grammatical endings and 

no' tense except for time-indicators (Asian Language Notes, 

1978:34-35), which are also essential in English. The 

plural marker-sin English shows more than one and the 

past tense marker -d/-ed shows action in progress in past 

time (David Margan, 1978:26). In speaking, many Viet

namese learners cannot produce these markers correctly. 

In listening,they will have t o pay special attention to 

these rules to communicate meaning. 
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2.2.4 vocabulary 

One of the features of the English language is that many 

English words have the same pronunciation but different 

spelling, e.g. 

piece I peace I p(s I 
rose I rows ;r;;vz.; 
plain I plane ;plan I 
two I too lfv I 
fair I fare lffd I 
blue I blew I b}LA I 
boy I buoy I h J.I. I 
bear I bare I b t.-J I 
. . . . . . . . . 

For mahy Vietnamese students of English, there appears to 

be almost no problem with the printed form when they 

read and write. In listening, however, these words may 

cause a little confusion unless students are made to be 

aware of this and to pay special attention to these 

exceptions. For instance, when hearing someone say / -Jc1 
bJL w,;; z / many Vietnamese 

students may find it confusing to work out whether" The 

boy was tied to a buoy 11 ort'The buoy was tied to a boy". 

The same is true with the following sentences: 

1. Rose rose to give a rose to a friend of hers 

among the front~-

2. What time did the train leave yesterday? 

- At two. 
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- Today it left at two to~, too. 

3. The guerilla is being attacked. 

The gorilla is being attacked. 

English idiomatic expressions are also a major problem 

for those who learn English and especially for Asian 

students. This is, perhaps, because "there is no link at 

all with similar devices in the mother tongue (Further 

Guidelines for Teachers of Asian Refugees, 1979:48). 

Likewise,as Celce-Murcia and Rosensweig (1979:251) re

port that: 

Idioms are unlike most vocabulary items in that 
their meanings are typically different from the 
literal meaning of the same word(s) and that they 
are most difficult to figure out given the un
usual patterns of the language. 

For instance, the idiom 1'to have green fingers,, meaning 

I 
to be good at gardening1 has nothing to do with 'colour• 

and 'fingers' or the terms 1chicken' and 'egg' have 

nothing to do with the expression ·1 c.he chicken and the 

egg problem' which has a different meaning. 

It is likely that most Vietnamese learners find not only 

English idioms but also phrasal verbs very difficult to 

master. A majority of English two-word verbs are often 

used with different meanings. 'Bring up', for instance, 

in the following utterances certainly does not have the 

same meaning in each case ~ 

Can I bring u p just one more point? 
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Her aunt has brought up ten children and all of 

them are well-educated. 

They'll bring up the children but I'm not sure 

whether they'll bring up their food. 

One more problem which needs to be pointed out here is 

that Vietnamese students are short of active vocabulary. 

As mentioned in Chapter 1(1.4.2 and 1.4.3),most textbooks 

used in EFL teaching in Vietnam were old-fashioned,so 

too were many words and expressions used in these books. 

Perhaps there may be nothing wrong with the words them

selves but the meanings may change. Furthermore, the 

language presented in these out-of-date course books 

were from written English. Consequently, a graduate 

student after a full-time four-year course in English 

may master a wide range of vocabulary but it .may turn out 

to be of little help whens/he first arrives in an Eng

lish speaking country listening to spoken English. 

To sum up, English vocabulary is of fundamental impor

tance in listening comprehension and is also a great 

problem for many Vietnamese students. 

2.3 Teacher Education 

EFL teaching staff now in Vietnam are mainly Vietnamese. 

Some areas of staff development are improving. For example, 

some of the Viet.namese teachers teaching at tertiary le

vels were trained in the Soviet Union, Cuba and Rumania. 

There have been overseas exchanges to English speaking 
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countries such as the United Kingdom; Australia and In

dia since 1976. These teachers have benefited much from 

and have been: ··1nfluenced ··by the training in host countries. 

However, some areas of concern still exist. Many of our 

present teachers have been taught by Vietnamese teachers 

who themselves are products of restricted materials and 

methods. Few of them have had an opportunity of studying 

or touring English speaking countries. 

EFL teachers in Vietnam appear to have experienced 

difficulties in using up-to-date teaching techniques and 

materials stressing communicative competence. One of 

these difficulties is the cultural component in the new 

commercial material recently made available in Vietnam; 

some of which is authentic (e.g~Basic Listening). It is 

particularly difficult for inexperienced teachers or for 

those who are new to TEFL in Vietnam. Some of them appear 

to be unable to cope with these cultural barriers. Rivers 

(1968:262) reminds us that : 

Any authentic use of the language;any reading 
of original texts (as opposed to those fabricated 
for classroom use), any listening to the utter
ranees of native speakers, will introduce cultu
ral concomitants into the classroom whether the 
teacher is conscious of them or not. By not 
acknowledging their presence and not making them 
explicit the teacher allows misconceptions to 
develop in the student's mind. 

In addition, teaching staff in Vietnam do not appear to 

have access to adequate EFL journals and books mentioned 

in Chapter 1 (1.4.3)which may help them to keep up with 
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recent developments in teaching methods and materials. 

As far as listening is concerned,very few teachers can 

handle listening tutorials effectively due to two main 

reasons. One is because English is not their mother 

tongue. The other is a number of Vietnamese EFL teachers 

do not seem to be adequately equipped with teaching 

strategies. In a word, many staff have little general 

knowledge and training in this area of aural comprehen

sion. Vietnamese EFL teachers, therefore,feel that they 

need special training in order to improve their teaching. 

2.4 Eng lish Resources 

Teaching a foreign language requires access to native 

speakers of the language and access to up-to-date materials• 

For a variety of historic reasons, Vietnam is currently 

experiencing a shortage in both of these vital resource 

areas. 

2.4.1 Listening Materials 

One basic problem in EFL situations in developing coun

tries like Vietnam is to provide suitable materials in 

adequate supply. 

However, in Vietnam aural materials appear to be limited 

and irrelevant. Some teachers tend to use materials 

culled from written texts and dialogues to be read aloud. 

For example, many listening passages were culled from 

out-of-date course books mentioned · in the previous 



34 

chapter. The English vocab,:ulary and .idioms. in these 

books do become dated. Most .widely-used listening compre

hension materials in many parts of Vietnam are Short 

Stories for Reproduction series by L.A Hill and the 

Listening Comprehension Practice book by Donn Byrne and 

Susan Holden. However, these books consist of written 

passages read aloud to students. They are, therefore, 

11 remote from real life aural comprehension situations in 

which the material usually consists of spoken varieties 

of Standard English than written English read aloud" 

(Eltis and Tomlinson, 1980:248). 

There are some other commercial materials for listening 

compreh12nsio.n. available in Vietnam. The Basic Listening 

book by McDowell and Stevens is of great value because 

of its authenticity but many of its passages are very 

difficult for Vietnamese learners. Other materials are 

also available. 

A major problem in materials used for teaching aural 

comprehension in Vietnam is that the recordings of these 

materials are mainly well-prepared speech of standard 

pronunciation and dialects. They leave out many of the 

I I features of spoken language e.g. verbal fillers ler ..• , 
\ I , I 

well, I mean, etc.) , pauses, redundancy and many other 

discourse markers. In other words, there is a lack of 

exposure to natural spoken English of various accents, 

styles and registers. 
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In a word, resources especially designed for teaching 

aural comprehension are essential.Still, aural materials 

in Vietnam at the moment appear to be in short supply and 

some of them are more general than specific. 

2.4.2 Auditi-Visual Aids 

Audio-visual aids are essential in teaching foreign 

languages, particularly in a FL situation. like Vietnam. 

They may help students understand the spoken language in 

meaningful contexts. They bring the real world into an 

essentially artificial classroom situation relating lang

uage items taught to actual usage (Ellis and Tomlinson, 

1980:301). Audio-visual aids, Sciartilli (1983:37-38) 

says, serve 11 as a variation to the all-too-often monoto

nous teaching in the classroom 11 

Audio-visual aids are considered as very valuable devices, 

in specific, for aural-oral practice in Vietnam where 

English is not an extensive intra-national second lang

uage and most students learn English without the benefit 

of English speaking models. 

At the present, teaching aids used in EFL teaching in 

Vietnam are: 

1/ Auditory (language laboratories, cassette/ 

tape recorders, tapes and radios) 

2/ Visual (slides, pictures, overhead projectors} 

3/ Audio-visual {televisions, films) 
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Nevertheless; audio-visual aids have not been widely used 

in many English programmes in Vietnam until recently. 

This is chiefly due to a shortage of supply; thus few 

teachers have access to teaching aids needed in their 

teaching. Partly; it is due to the fact that many EFL 

staff were not trained in audio-visual teaching. They; 

therefore, do not seem to know how to use various types 

of teaching aids. In spite of that, the number of teachers 

using audio-visual aids in one form or another in their 

teaching is increasing. 

This writer is deliberately focusing on existing teaching 

aids in Vietnam rather than recommending new teaching 

aids that for financial reasons are unavailable in our 

country at this moment. Instead,this writer will concen

trate on the cassette recorder arid th€! :;_language laboratory . -

which have been identified as having the most potential 

from our existing pool of aids. 

Like many other teaching aidsJthe language laboratory 

and the cassette player have advantages and disadvantages. 

2.4.2 a) Advantag~ 

The advantages of the language laboratory and the cass 'c')t'ce 

recorder are many. Ellis and Tomlinson (1980:302-304) 

have explored five strong points that both the language 

laboratory and the cassette recorder have. They are: 

1/ The language laboratory and the cassette 
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player are very useful in early stages of lang

uage learning where imitation plays an important 

part {e.g. sound imitation; mechanical structure 

practice). 

2/ They give the learner the opportunity to listen 

to native speakers of English, to imitate them 

and to compare their performances with those of 

native speakers (this is very important if the 

class teacher is not a native speaker of English). 

3/ They provide an unchanging model (the teacher 

would find it very difficult to say the same 

sentence twice with exactly the same articulations, 

stress, intonation, etc., whereas the tape can 

repeat exactly the sam1: sounds as often as re

quired )· 

4/ They allow for a great variety of model voices. 

The teacher has only one voice but a tape can 

include a young female voice, an old male voice, 

a middle-aged male voice, etc. 

5/ They allow real speech situations to be pre

sented in the classroom. For example, an unscrip

ted conversation between native speakers can be 

recorded and listened to many times by each 

learner. 

In a lab session, individualization is a significant 

point. Each student can receive individual attention from 
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the teacher (Dakin, 1982:3) and can progress at his or 

her rate.S/he feels free to listen to the recorded voice 

as many times as necessary. El-Araby (1974•: 149) has 

stated that "At every step, the student is made respon

sible for his own learning". In other words, the emphasis 

is on learning rather than teaching. 

In a listening tutorial,the teacher feels free to stop 

the tape for comprehension, repetitions, discussions and 

explanations. Comprehension passages or dialogues can be 

played over and over again until they are understood. 

With a cassette recorder, an EFL teacher can make use of 

up-to-date materials recorded from daily television or 

radio programmes. Other materials for extensive listening 

can also be recorded. 

2.4.2 b) Disadvantag es 

Although the language laboratory and the cassette recorder 

have a number of strengths, they have some limitations. 

One problem is that the drills practised in the language 

lab and in listening classes are mostly mechanical.The 

survey (see Appendix ) points out that the EFL tertiary 

teachers now studying at the Canberra College of Advanced 

Education(C.C.A.E)reported from their experience of EFL 

learning/teaching that their students in Vietnam fre

quently became bored and unresponsive to these mechanical 

drills presented in language laboratories,particularly 
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when they were tired or the drills were too long. These 

types of drilling tend to reinforce responses that not 

only become mechanical but become habitual as well. There

fore, spontaneous and continuous expression is not stimu

lated. 

Not only is the student unresponsive to the mechanical 

practice presented in a language laboratory buts/he is 

unresponsive to the environment within the laboratory. 

A small cassette recorder with a variety of audio-tapes 

would be a better teaching/learning aid in the classroom 

than the learning environment in a large language labo

ratory. Nevertheless, there is a problem with the re

corded tapes for listening tutorials. Some of the mate

rials may be difficult or inappropriate for certain 

students. Teachers, therefore, have to use the materials 

creatively and flexibly.They may even have to make their 

own materials to suit their students' needs. This requires a 

relatively large amount of preparation time plus requisite 

skills for the actual preparation of materials. 

Another problem with both the language laboratory and 

the cassette recorder is that they are comparatively 

expensive for developing countries. For financial reasons, 

our country may not be able to supply sufficient cassette 

players or language laboratories for teaching listening 

and other skills in every part of Vietnam. 

Likewise, the life of a language laboratory and cassette 
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recorder is relatively short, from seven to ten years. 

There appear to be almost no serious problems during , 

the first few years. After that there may be some prob

lems such as upkeep, maintenance, moisture, fungus 

growth and the like. 

Finally, a reliable and consistant supply of electricity 

in some areas is also a problem that should be taken 

into account if the aim of .constant listening practice 

is to be achieved. 

2 .• 4. 2-~·-:·ct,_,·Sumrnary 
-· .. -~ _- ,- ·- -· -~ 

The language laboratory and the cassette player are 

essentially significant for teaching aural comprehension 

in Vietnam. However, in many areas audio-visual resource 

aids1 particularly the cassette recorder, and relevant 

listening materials are at the present time inadequate. 

Our task is to alleviate the present problems and create 

more useful programmes for listening skills. 

2.4.3 English Speakers as Models 

Generally speaking, a majority of Vietnamese students 

of English are taught by their Vietnamese teachers and 

models they hear on the tape or on English radio broad

casts. There is almost no native English teaching staff 

except for a few English experts. In other words, students 

learn English in Vietnam mainly through the sole medium 

of materials. 
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It is believed that contact with native speakers of 

English will enable EFL students to become more aware of 

the social forces which operate in oral communication. 

The language laboratory and the cassette player do not 

solve these problems. 

For this reason,we have already suggested in Chapter 1 

(1.5) that the best way is to invite English speakers to 

Vietnam to work either as teaching staff or consultants. 

2.5 Teaching of Listening at the HNFLC 

The teaching of aural skills varies depending very much 

on the aims and objectives of each individual course and 

institution. 

In the next sections, several areas in the teaching of 

listening comprehension at the HNFLC will be identified 

which may benefit from some form of intensive review and 

revision. 

2.5.1 Aims of English Courses at the HNFLC 

At the present, the aims and objectives of English 

courses at the HNFLC are to train: 

1. interpreters for different ministries, 

2. teachers for different tertiary levels, 

training both English-majors and non-English 

majors, 

3. postgraduates goi ng overseas for further 

studies, and 
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4. postgraduates requiring English in their work. 

2.5.2 Goals of Aural Skills at the HNFLC 

Students who obtain a piace at the HNFLC are generally 

brilliant students, enthusiastic and studious. All of 

them have had to overcome competition from many other 

students to enter the college. Therefore, it would be 

reasonable to say that they are already excellent and 

successful students. Some of them enter the college with 

little English background. Some appear to have studied 

English for a number of years. However, most of them have 

studied only written English rather than spoken English. 

Their aural and oral competence is rather low when they 

enter the college. Thus, there is a need to teach English 

for oral communication, e.g.the two major skills of lis

tening and speaking at the HNFLC. 

Aural and oral skills are vitally essential for communi

cation needs for all types of students attending courses 

listed above. They are part and parcel of the second and 

foreign language teaching scene in general and at the 

HNFLC in specific. Listening and speaking skills are of 

particular significance for those who are going to work 

as interpreters and to study overseas. In other wor9s, 

interpreter students require competence in listening and 

speaking in English much more than other types of students. 

In order to meet the needs of interpreter students, the 

aims and objectives of teaching listening comprehension 
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have been clearly stated in the new curriculum for the 

five-year course for interpreters at the HNFLC (1984). 

By the end of the course it is expected of the students 

that they will be able to: 

1. understand native speakers of English speaking 

at normal speed in both formal and inforrn2 l 

situations; 

2. listen with comprehension to both prepared 

and unprepared speech in conferences or dis

cussions; 

3. understand different accents such as British,.

American, Australian or other English speak-

ing variants; and 

4. respond accurately in English to commands and 

questions deiivered at various speeds and in 

various registers. 

As one of the aims of the five-year course at the HNFLC 

is to train interpreter students, listening comprehension 

has been emphasized along with skills of speaking and 

interpreting since 1978. However, as mentioned in Chapter 

1 (1.4.4. a)),only two lessons which are presented in a 

double-session (of 90 minutes each) are devoted to aural 

practice. In other words, the students• listening prac

tice is limited to two listening lessons out of a total of 

twenty-five English lessons per week. In brief, the a;im 
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is to focus on listening but little practice is provided. 

Geoffrey, et al, (1978:65) believe that it is not possible 

to expect students to produce natural English utterances 

using the stress, rhytbm and intonation of native speakers 

without first of all providing them with models of the form 

they are to produce, and it is impossible to produce with 

satisfaction what one h~s not heard. Therefore, a 

reasonable amount of time should be given to listening 

practice if the aim of oral fluency and accuracy is to be 

achieved. It is believed that if students are to learn to 

listen, they must be given many opportunities to practise 

listening to spoken English in communicative contexts 

regularly so that they can 'tune• their ears to the rhythm 

and sounds of the language in action and have the 

experience which enables them to comprehend what is being 

said to them (Wingfield, 1984:26). 

In addition to the significant amount of time provided 

for listening practice, the listening session itself is 

too long. It would be better to have shorter and more 

frequent sessions. It might be reasonable to suggest that 

instead of providing students with bhe 90~minute session 

per week, aural teaching should be conducted in either 

two halves (of 45 minutes each) or three lessons (of 30 

minutes each), or ideally five 20 minute sessions -

one session each day. 
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2.4.5 Teaching Techniques 

Teachers teaching aural comprehension at the HNFLC 

appear to have had little training in this area. They 

appear to base their planning mostly on activities 

suggested in text-books. Teaching techniques used in 

listening lessons at the HNFLC are shown in the 

following table. 

Aural Lessons at the HNFLC 

Stage 

Pre-listening 

Listening 

Post-listening 

Technique 

Warm-up 

Oral introduction of topics 

Presentation of new vocabu-

lary and structures. 

Written exercises: 

Comprehension questions 

Multiple-choice 

True/False 

Completion exercises 

Oral reproduction/Summary 

Written reproduction/Summary 

Pattern Practice 

Oral check in comprehension 

through questions and 

answers. 

The above table shows us that the most common tech

niques used in aural teaching at the HNFLC are 

written exercises rather than aural ones. In comparison 
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with the aims and objectives of the college, these written 

activities alone appear to be inadequate to train students 

to be fluent in spoken English. In reality, interpreters 

listening to speeches and students listening to lectures 

or tutorials or workshops in English have to listen and, 

at the same time, take notes. Students, therefore, should 

be exposed to a variety of tasks assisting aural compre

hension for future work, e.g. notetaking, listening and 

speaking, listening and reading, listening and filling 

in the charts, following oral/written instructions and 

so forth. 

In addition, the lack of oral practice whiLe listening 

should be seriously taken into account. In real life, 

people listen and at the same time respond to the speaker 

as well. It is suggested that students should be given 

oral tasks to do while listening. A lot of listening 

activities suggested by Rivers and Temperley(1978:73-109)1 

Byrne (1981:15-17),Phillips (1983:- 1-5) and Nation (1985: 

17-21) would be of great value. 

Moreover, because students are given tasks to do during 

listening comprehension practice, they should be instruc

ted as to how they should go about these listening tasks. 

Students should be provided with listening skills, e.g. 

prediction, recognition of the speaker's meaning, iden

tification of relevant and irrelevant information and 

the like that may enable them to facilitate aural compre

hension. We will come back to teaching techniques later. 
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1.5.5 Aural Materials and Aids . 

Materials for teaching aural skills at the HNFLC used 

to be very poor. They were mainly taken from course

books like Linguaphone Course, New Concept English, In

tensive listening (from Kernel Intermediate)and Short 

Stories for Reproduction. The two books Basic English 

and Intermediate English by Vietnamese teachers study

ing at Ealing College of Higher Education in the United 

Kingdom (1979-1980) were also used for aural practice. 

Recently, owing to the UNESCO/ UNDP Project VIE/80/053, 

a range of new commercial materials have been introduced 

in teaching listening. They are Basic Listening, Listen

ing Links, Learning to Listen, Listen to This, Have You 

Heard, English for Travel and so on. 

All in all, listening materials used at the HNFLC are 

mainly commercial materials from the UK. Some of them 

consist of well-prepared recorded tapes of both passages 

and dialogues, thus lacking the authenticity of oral 

language. Moreover, there is a lack of introduction of 

various registers such_ as news on the radio or televi

sion, advertisements, formal lectures and tutorials, 

formal and informal speeches at the formal and informal 

functions and so forth. Also, there is a lack of exposure 

to various accents, e.g. Australian, American and other 

variants. Spoken registers for specific purposes and 

different dialects are essentially significant 
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to students at the HNFLC as they are likely to communi

cate with speakers of different English speaking countries , 

Hence, materials which include different registers of 

spoken English and various models of speakers of other 

languages should be explored. 

2.6 Conclusion 

There are problems which confront us as we teach listen

ing comprehension in Vietnam and at the HNFLC. To overcome 

these difficulties to some extent takes time and there 

seems to be no short-cut. Urgent needs are more relevant 

listening materials for more specific purposes and more 

appropriate teaching techniques. We, Vietnamese teachers, 

have a feeling that the listening skill area is badly in 

need of attention. Teachers in charge of listening skills 

need tobe equipped with at least a relatively adequate 

general knowledge of listening comprehension area. 
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Chapter 3 

AURAL COMPREHENSION: THEORETICAL CONSIDERATION 

3.1 Introduction 

Comprehension skills are very important in both oral ana 

and written com.munication. They are also very difficult 

to teach. This is due, in part, to the nature of the 

spoken form and the written form of the language. Ede 

and Williamson (1980:10) say that: 

Speech and writing are different manifestations 
of an underlying ana abstract language form: 
speech uses patterned sound waves moving through 
the air between speaker and listener to convey 
meanings, and writing a system of marks on paper 
interpreted by the reaaer. 

Comprehending the printea word is a bit easier because 

one can pause, go back, pick up a dictionary or a refe

rence book or ask a question. 

The printed form too, has disadvantages because subtleties, 

hidden meanings etc., which are implied may· .be difficult 

to comprehend. The body language of the speaker or the 

cultural context may assist comprehension. This may be 

unavailable with the printed word. 

Comprehending the spoken form - listening skills - is a 

bit more difficult. The words come but once unless one 

says 11 Parda.n me 11 or 11 Please, could you repeat that again 11 

or 11 Excuse me, what do you mean by ?II . . . ... . 

Also the spoken word is frequently a series of truncated 
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sentences, pauses, and interjections. Meaning may come 

from non-verbal cues and intonation patterns. Ede and 

Williamson (1980:11) report that in reality speech is a 

continuous stream of sounds broken by pauses, that is 

not altogether similar to written sentences. 

Listening for comprehension to spoken English is diffi

cult for many students of English. Teaching aural skills 

is equally difficult especially for Vietnamese teachers. 

This is due to a number of reasons mentioned in the 

previous chapter. One reason, which needs to be repeated 

here, is that many EFL teachers teaching listening 

comprehension in Vietnam do not appear to possess this 

teaching skill. They appear to have little knowledge of 

teaching listening. 

In this chapter 1 this writer will explore some of the 

skill areas of aural comprehension which may be of value 

to her colleagues in Vietnam. 

3.2 What is Listening Comprehension? 

When we listen to a conversation,we can understand what 

is said. When listening to a story or a joke, we can 

clarify its content. When we listen to a lecture, we can 

identify relevant and irrelevant infonnation. When we 

listen to a speech, we may comprehend the gist of it. 

After listening to a weather forecast on the radio or 

television,we can tell those who have missed it what the 
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weather is like the next day. Listening, then, means 

comprehending information communicated through speech. 

In other words, listening comprehension is obtaining 

meaning and ideas from the spoken word. 

3.3 Aims of Teaching Listening 

The aims of aural teaching vary from one programme to 

another. However, any EFL listening course should aim to 

train students to listen with sufficient comprehension 

to understand both native speakers and non-native speakers. 

It also aims to develop skills that would enable students 

to improve their understanding of spoken English without 

the teacher 1 s supervision by providing them with as much 

practice as necessary. 

3.4 Present Position of Aural Skills 

In real life, many human beings listen more than they 

speak (Certainly this is true in areas where television 

and/or radio dominate the listening scene). As Dickinson, 

et al., (1975:17) report that "In language we listen 

much more than we speak". 

Students who learn a foreign language in order to commu

nicate personally will certainly need to spend most of 

the time listening and speaking. Littlewood (1983:65) 

believes that most students will spend considerably more 

time listening to the foreign language than producing it 

themselves. 
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Listening skills are vitally essential in oral communi

cation for without comprehension of the spoken word, 

there will be no interaction. Rivers' opinion (1968:135-36) 

is that speaking itself does not contribute communication 

if what is said is not understood by other people. She 

also expresses her view clearly that teaching comprehen

sion of the spoken language is, therefore, of primary 

importance if the aim of communication (i.e understand

ing) is to be achieved. Chastain (1976:278) states that: 

Listening comprehension is at least as important 
as any of the other skills, perhaps more so. 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. Lis
tening skills serve as the basis for the develop
ment of speaking. 

,.,, 
Herschenhornin the article :reaching Listening Comoreh~n-

1; 

sion Using Live Lapg~age in Teaching Engish as a Second 

or Foreign Language edited by Celce-Murcia and McIntosh 

(1979:65)claims that aural comprehension is one of the 

most important and fundamental of the four skills of 

language in language learning. 

3.5 Nature of Listening Comprehension 

Dickinson, et al., (1975:16) point out that : 

Communication generallytakes place between two 
poles, one is emitting a message and the other 
is receiving the message. The one emitting the 
message is expressing himself revealing himself, 
giving himself. The one receiving the message 
is understanding, absorbing, organizing, putting 
the message into his own categories of thought. 
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In other words, speaking and writing is the process of 

encoding messages while listening and reading decoding. 

Listening is, therefore, a perceptive skill. It involves 

identifying and retaining information aurally perceived. 

It is considered, according to the psycholinguist's 

viewpoint, as the correspondence between the way 

speakers encode messages and the way listeners decode 

these messages. The following figure and diagram show 

the process of communication from a source system to a 

receiver system and how the four skills of language are 

related. 

Figure 1 A Communication Model of a source 

System to a Receiver System 

SOURCE SYSTEM MESSAGE SYSTEM RECEIVER SYSTEM 

Writer Printed words Reader 
~ H 

or or or 

Speaker Spoken Words Listener 

T 
N01ISE SYSTEM 

Multilation 

of the 

Message 

After Anderson (1969) 



Diagram 1 shows how the four language skills 

are related. 

Spoken Language 

Listening Speaking 

Receptive Productive 

Reading Writing 

Written Language 

After Byrne ( 1981) 
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Also, according to Byrne (1981·: 13), "Listening is essen

tially an active process". It involves predictions and 

hypotheses through discourse markers in communication 

acts. Snow and Perkins (1979:51} also state that: 

Listening is a very active and integrative 
language skill, involving a grasp of phono
logical, lexical, grammatical, and dialogical 
complexities as well as performance factors 
typical only of speech such as rate of speech, 
clarity of intonation and pronunciation, hesi
tations. 

Listening is an active skill. People do not receive 

messages passively, but appraise, evaluate and form 

judgements simultaneous ,-with reception. For instance, 

when one hears a popular song sung by a famous pop singer 

one may say "A beautiful song", or "That I s a top song", 

or "Thi~ is a great song", or 11 I like/love this song" and 

the like. In other words, competent listeners do not 
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absorb messages passively but participate actively in 

the process of prediction, identification, auditory 

memory, selection, review and evaluation of facts of 

points of the message content and also of the speaker's 

attitude. Also, Murphy and Candlin (1979) in the article 

''Lis_te_:t:_1.ing Comprehension : Approa_cl!__, Design, P_r_ocedure'' 

by Richards (TESOL Quarterly, Vol 17, 1983) observe that 

both the speaker and the listener send various verbal 

and non-verbal signals back and forth to convey attention, 

interest, understanding or lack of it. That is to say, 

not only speaking but also listening -aemands __ _:!::be involve

ment of participation. 

In reality, students should not be trained only in lis

tening for information received but also trained in 

critical reflection on segments of the information re

ceived. 

However, Hubbard, et al., (1984:80) suggest that: 

As listening is the most varied medium, over 
which the student has no control, it would 
seem logical that it should be actually taught 
along with speaking, and the learner should be 
exposed, quite early on, to as many different 
types of listening as possible. 

3.6 '.!'..YEes of Listening 

In real life, people listen for various reasons. The main 

reasons for listening are listening for a purpose and 

listening for pleasure. Different people have different 

ways of listening. In this section, four types of listeni ng 
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will be explored. They are: 'gist listening', 'detailed 

listening•, 'intensive listening' and •extensive listen

ing'. 

3.6.1 Gist Listening 

In 'gist listening' people tend to listen for the main 

idea or an overall impression of the situation, for ex

ample, a piece of news on the radio or television. As a 

matter of fact we do not need to and cannot listen to 

and comprehend every word that is said even in our own 

language. Therefore, in gist listening the students are 

not expected to understand a message fully but the 

general idea of what is said _. It is the content 

of the message that is important. As stated by Mr. Ralph 

Wingfield (1984:26), lecturer at the Canberra C.A.E, 

that: 

When we elevate the message to prime importance 
the exact meaning of individual words does not 
matter so much, as long as the totality of the 
message - and by implication the approximate 
semantic function of the words within that 
particular context - is understood. 

'Gist listening' means, then, identifying the major 

point in a piece of spoken discourse. In gist listening 

teaching, the .:'students are often asked to say briefly 

what the message is about, not to give specific facts as 

in 'detailed listening'. 
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3.6.2 Detailed Listening 

The purpose of listening for details is to identify all 

important information in spoken discourse. For example, 

when one listens to a report about an air crash, one may 

wish to remember where and when it happened, which air

line it was, how many people were on board the plane, 

how many people survive and/or the cause of the crash, 

and so on. In other words, 'detailed listening• is con

sidered as a type of listening for purpose and for accu

racy .It is similar to 'intensive listening• in a sense. 

3.6.3 Intensive Listening 

'Intensive listening'is focused on linguistic features 

such as syntax and lexicon which enable listeners to 

decode messages. According to Broughton, et al., (1978:72) 

"Intensive listening is concerned with just one or two 

specific points in controlled ways". It is concerned 

with related skills as well, for example, skills to 

predict meaning from context, skills to identify required 

information and so on. We will discuss this later in 

detail in Chapter 5. 

The main teaching purpose of intensive listening practice 

is to develop the students' ability to extract a message 

under the supervision of the teacher or under the guidance 

of a task, making them concentrate on the message. The 

stress is on receptive/perceptive skills rather than 



productive skills. In other words, intensive listening is 

mainly to train students in listening strategies in order 

to obtain precise comprehension of messages in a lengthy 

discourse. However, it should be remembered, as Wingfield 

(1984:28), reminds us that: 

Teachers should not overload the attention focus 
during listening by requiring every unimportant 
detail to be remembered. For example, in story 
telling we should not expect names of minor 
characters or insignificant place names to be_ 
remembered. 

3.6.4 Extensive Listening 

'Extensive listening' is involvedi' namely in -~listening 

situations• outside the classroom both for pleasure and 

self improvement so that students can work at their own 

pace wibhout help or guidance from teachers. Broughton 

et al., (1978:72) say that: 

extensive listening is concerned with freer, 
more general listening to natural English, 
not necessarily under the teacher's direct 
guidance. 

Extensive listening usually involves listening to 

stories, sports events, songs, music or in informal 

settings. It is part of every day activities. "In 

language learning a rich exposure to language can only 

be provided through extensive reading and listening" 

{Wilkins, 1974:67). Attention should be, therefore, 

paid to not only intensive listening but also extensive 

listening if a maximum amount of listening comprehension 

is to be achieved. And it is the teacher's task to 

58 
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inspire students to listen to more 'outside the class

room'· activities. It is believed that we cannot expect 

the studentsto be good listeners without listening 

extensively to language in use. T-he · . .m9-r-~ •0 " -widely 

the students are exposed to extensive listening activi

ties the more experienced and effective listeners they 

will be. 

It is also suggested that extensive listening occasionally 

should be practised during regular class listening time. 

3.7 Factors Affecting Aural Comp rehension 

There are a number of factors that may influence aural 

comprehension. To teach listening effectively it is fun

damentally important to take these factors into consider

ation. This writer wishes to focus on several factors 

in the literature, most of which are listed by Boyle 

(1984:35). These factors can be organized into two main 

categories. They are internal factors and external fac

tors. 

3.7.1 Internal Factors 

Internal factors can be considered as listener factors 

including the listener's knowledge of the target language1 

the listener's background of the specific subject or 

topic, the listener's auditory memory and the motivation 

and interest of the listener while listening. 
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3.7.1 a) Listener 1 s Experience 

One of the most important factors that aids listening 

comprehension is experience or practice. That is to say, 

practice in listening to the target language is a crucial 

aspect leading to effective listening. The more one lis

tens attentively and extensively to the target language, 

the more effectively one will comprehend the language 

and the more one will 1 feel 1 the language, thus the more 

one will benefit from listening. This indicates that 

listening comprehension is best achieved through practice. 

As an English saying goes: "Practice makes perfect". 

However, EFL students in Vietnam have very little oppor

tunity to listen to English except in classroom listen

ing activities and English broadcasts on the radio. The 

lack of adequate practice listening :bo''real English in 

use' appears to make it difficult for Vietnamese learners 

to become proficient in aural comprehension. In fact, lack 

of practice makes them poor listeners. As we have already 

s~ggested in previous discussion in extensive listening 

that a best way to become experienced listeners is 

through wide exposure to listening practice. Also, aural 

comprehension depends largely on the students' knowledge 

of the target language. 

3.7.1 b) Listener's Knowledg e of the Target Languag e 

It goes without saying that a FL learner cannot possibly 
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become an effective listener without a basic understand

ing of the target language in its various areas such as 

lexicology, syntax, cohesion and so on. These aspects of 

a language can be called 1 linguistic factors•. Smith 

(1985:2) is right when he writes that: 

It is assumed that problems in international 
communication hinge primarily on linguistic 
ability and that if non native speakers of 
English improve their proficiency in English, 
fewer misunderstandings and better communica
tion will result. 

Of the linguistic factors, vocabulary can be considered 

to be very essential in enabling students to infer the 

meaning of a message. As has been stated by Wilkins 
ll 

(1974:111) that without grammar very little can be con-

veyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed" For 

example, without 1 am 1 in 11 I 1 m hungry", the meaning is 

still understood but without 1 hungry 1 no one will know 

whether the speaker is hungry or thirsty or cold and so on. 

As has been long known that there are a wide range of 

English words which have the same sound but express 

different ideas, e.g~read/red; fare/fair; gorilla/guer

rilla, etc. Also,,lots of different words have similar 

meanings such as: mere/only/solely; essential/funda

mental/crucial/important; moreover/furthermore/likewise 

and so on. It should be noted that a good speaker tends 

to use a variety of synonyms. Similarly, different 

dialects of one language, e.geBritish and American, have 
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different words indicating the same meaning such as: 

footpath/sidewalk; pal/chum; single ticket/one-way ticket; 

lorry/truck and so forth. Apart from these features of 

English lexicon, two-word verbs (phrasal verbs) and 

idioms in English are problems for listeners. This sug

gests that if the listener's English vocabulary is rich 

s/he may listen with increased understanding. 

Apart from the knowledge of English vocabulary of the 

listener, comprehension also depends on "a degree of 

complexity of the syntax and the semantic structure~ 

(Brown, 1977:8). For example, native speakers of English 

tend to use modal verbs and understatements widely in 

everyday life to express their thoughts politely, e.g. 

11 I wouldn't mind if you wouldn't do that" or "We won't 

get there in time unless we get a move on". Sometimes it 

is not the structure that is difficult but it is the 

semantic characteristic of the structure that requires 

the listener's awareness. For instance, by no means does 

the utterance "Could you speak a bit louder, please?" 

indicate that "Are you able to speak louder?",In fact it 

is a polite request meaning that the listener just wants 

the speaker to speak a bit louder so thats/he can hear 

what is being said. This indicates that it is not only 

the listener's lexical knowledge of the target language 

that makes aural comprehension easier but the ability to 

identify the complexity of the syntax and the semantic 
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structure of the target language as well as the cohesive 

devices. 

Very often, when speaking and writing the speaker and 

the writer make good use of cohesion to indicate the 

connections across utterances or phrases in a discourse. 

Thus, the awareness of cohesive devices of the listener 

and reader may contribute to comprehension. Skills dis

tinguishing cohesive devices will be explored in Chapter 5. 

3.7.1 c) Listener's Knowledge of Sub j ect Matter 

Occasionally, comprehension fails. Sometimes,this is due to 

an incomplete .understanding of the subject matter. One 

may understand the words, individually, but not in the 

context of the subject. Thus, command of the language also 

includes command of the knowledge base of various subject 

areas. Also, those who study English for Special/Specific 

Purposes must have additional awareness and understand

ing of their special/specific subject area. It would seem 

reasonable to say that in reality there are able students 

who can understand almost all major points in conversa

tions in social interactions but manage to comprehend 

very little in subject-specific conversations. It is 

believed that the more subject-specific terminology we 

know the more comprehension will be facilitated . 

Frequently, in oral communication the speaker is a friend, 

an acquaintance, a neighbour one has known for years or 
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a relative, a student, or a lecturer. According to Brown 

(1978:278) : 

The better we know the speaker and the better 
acquainted we are with the topic, the better 
we can predict what he will say next, and the 
better we can start preparing our own reply. 

This is very true, for instance, in a FL class/tutorial/ 

lecture situation where teachers/tutors/lecturers and 

students have shared knowledge of the same subject. 

When students are asked questions, very often they can 

manage to comprehend what the question means (except, 

perhaps, for the difficult ones).However, they some

times cannot express themselves clearly enough to be un

derstood or it may take time for them to give responses 

or to choose appropriate words in order to express exactly 

what they wish to say. The teachers or tutors, for one 

reason or another (perhaps, to save class time but mainly 

to make students• life easier) sometimes finish off the 

students• utterances before they can do so. The same is 

true in lectures or tutorials conducted by native speakers 

of English. Overseas students or even native students, 

at times, wonder why lecturers or tutors, most of the 

time, can infer messages their students try to get 

across while their peers cannot (except for those who 

come from the same community). 

In short, listening for comprehension to spoken language 

not only depends on the listener's experience and 
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knowledge of L2 but also depends very much on "the degree 

of familiarity of the listener with the subject and its 

associated terminology, the background of the subject .•• " 

(Brown, 1977:8). It is, therefore, suggested that listen

ing materials chosen or planned should be related as 

closely as possible to the needs of specific students in 

their specific subject matter combining both EFL and ESP. 

Apart from the listener 1 s knowledge of subject matter, 

the listener's motivation and p~rpose while listening is 

also significant and needs to be taken into consideration. 

3.7.1 d) Listener's Motivation and Purpose 

Motivation and purpose of the listener is also viewed as 

an important aspect. It is true that if someone does not 

know whys/he is listening, surely it is a waste of time. 

An overseas student in an English speaking environment, 

for example, listens to a comedy show on television,s/he 

may not even understand anything said (perhaps due to 

her/his lack of knowledge of English or cultural barriers) 

Nevertheless, her/his purpose may be to pass the time 

away or to listen to English accents. Before we go for 

a picnic or a holiday we often listen to the weather 

forecast more attentively than we usually do. In short, 

when we listen, it is likely that we have one reason 

or another for listening. These reasons are fundamentally 

practical. In other words, listening is carried out for 

a purpose other than just listening to the message itself. 
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It is believed that an EFL/ESL student, perhaps, will 

study more effectively with clear aims in mind. An over

seas student in an English speaking country, for example, 

studies English in order,on the one hand,to master the Eng-

lish needed for her/his future career, to cope with 

lectures, tutorials, workshops and seminars and to 

acquire course credits, and on the other hand to be able 

to communicate for social purposes. In other words, over

seas students living in English speaking environments 

have to learn English to be able to cope with English as 

a medium of instruction as well as that of communication. 

They are fully aware that their successful results in 

studies depend very much on their ability to use Engish 

as a mediU1n of instruction and a medium of interaction 

as well. Consequently, most of them work very hard and 

make good use of their stay overseas. Similarly, motiva

tion and purpose can also be shown clearly in classes for 

migrants where the learners learn English in order to 

communicate, to work and to 'survive' in new situations. 

According to Richards (1976: 131) "This type of integrative 

motivation is characteristic of many successful language 

learners". On the other hand, the learner (e.g.a shop 

assistant} may simply learn a foreign language to a level 

sufficient to comprehend the customer's questions or 

wants and to give necessary responses 

does not generally lead to a high degree of 
accomplishment in learning. Foreign language 
or second language learning in such cases is 



typically poor, characterized by acquisition 
of only the rudiments of grammar and by 
tolerance of a relatively low standard of 
achieyerc,.E'!n:!:. 

(Richards, 1976:131) 
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In a face-to-face interaction, the speaker's signal of 

being aware that 11 I can see that you are following me" is 

an integrative motivation towards the listener. The 

listener ,then, 11 is motivated through the satisfaction 

of achievement, but at the same time perceives the need 

for further progress" (Richards, 1976:131). 

To sum up, it is the listener 1 s motivation and sense of 

purpose in listening to L2 that is one of the internal 

factors affecting FL achievement on the whole and aural 

compr:'ehens,ion in specific. There are external factors 

which may influence aural comprehension and they need to 

be identified. 

3.7.2 External Factors 

External factors which will be discussed in this section 

are mainly the speaker factor,cross-cultural factor and 

material factor. 

3.7.2 a) Speaker Factor 

As has been assmned in the previous discussion that the 

listener•s command of English lexicon and syntax will be 

an assistance with aural comprehension. Similarly, there 
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is no doubt that the speaker 1 s good language performance1 

distinct and intelligible production in pronunciation, 

accent and voice is necessary to facilitate comprehension. 

As we have known that there are a variety of English 

variants of which pronunciation and accents also vary. 

FL students of English, therefore, must be prepared to 

deal with the diversity in English. 

Also, it is quite possible to say that speakers often 

take advantage of non-verbal behaviour such as facial 

expressions, body language, silence-fillers and so on to 

convey their ideas. Hence, non-verbal behaviour is as 

essential to comprehension as verbal performance of the 

speaker. If the listener is sensitive to these cues the 

speaker is sending him/her, s/he may find the message 

more comprehensible. 

The ability to understand spoken English also depends on 

the speaker's modes of expressions and ispeed of delivery. 

Gimson (1974:284) rep~rts that: 

a rapid rate of delivery for instance may 
express irritation or urgency, whereas a 
slower rate may show hesitancy, doubt or 
boredom in statements, or sympathy or en
couragement in questions and commands. 

Vietnamese students are used to well-prepared speech in 

imported materials, thus when they come into contact with 

English speaking people in real situations they sometimes 

find it difficult to cope with the rapid pace of delivery 

and normal performance faults. Hence, it is suggested 
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that different tempo in speech should be taken into 

account when designing listening material. 

In summary, when listening to spoken English, one 

inevitable factor which may affect aural comprehension 

is the speaker factor. The speaker's being a native or 

non-native does not appear to matter much as long as 

s/he is comprehensible to the listener(s). It is the 

language ability and production of the speaker that 

matter .Also1Smith (1985:3) reminds us that: 

3.7.2 

It must be recognized that such things as the 
place of silence, tone of voice, appropriate 
topic conversation, and expressions of speech 
act functions (e.g., apologies, suggestions, 
refusals, etc.) are usually not the same across 
cultures. Information and argument are often 
structured differently in different cultures, 
and each of us uses English as a function of 
our own cultural presuppositions. We know 
that the presentation of an argument in a way 
that sounds fluent and elegant in one culture 
may be regarded as clumsy and circular by 
members of another culture. 

b) Cultural Factor 

It appears that the cross-cultural problem aspect pre

sents particular difficulties in speaking and listening 

due to, perhaps, the listener's lack of awareness of 

the target culture. It would make sense to say that there 

were cases that the listener could understand every 

word the speaker said buts/he could not comprehend 

the meaning. That was the case of a Vietnamese student in 

the United Kingdom staying with a host family. After an 

introduction and formal greetings, she reports, she then 
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was told that "If you want to wash your hands, just go 

upstairs. There is a bathroom there". She told her friends 

later that she could manage to comprehend every word the 

landlady said but she could not work out what she meant. 

She was at a complete loss and gave no response. The 

landlady's sense and experience helped her understand 

what was going on. She then.took the Vietnamese to the 

toilet upstairs. The Vietnamese kept on asking herself 

"Why wash hands upstairs when there is a kitchen downstairs:'". 

Later she realized that this landlady came from an upper

class family and she occasionally used the expression 

''to wash one's hands' instead of 'to go to the toilet' 

an certain occasions trying to avoid embarrassment in 

front of guests. Also, the Vietnamese student noticed 

that the bathroom in a family house in the United Kingdom 

is often upstairs whereas it is frequently downstairs in 

a family house in Vietnam. 

The above story indicates that different cultures have 

different patterns of thoughts and different patterns 

of social interation. Actually, the difference may be 

enormous and as pointed out by Jaramillo (1973:51) that: 

It is almost impossible to know everything about 
a second culture. It is certainly almost an im
possibility to know all the behavioural patterns 
of another group of people as well as we know 
our own, to internalize them, and to be emotion
ally committed to them 

Nevertheless1 EFL teachers should have sufficient awareness 

of cross - cultural differences in interaction areas such 



manners of speaking, customary behaviour on certain 

occasions and daily routines and customs. 

According to Jaramillo (1973:51) : 

For TESOL teachers, understanding cultural 
differences is just as important as knowing 
appropriate techniques or acquiring adequate 
teaching materials. 
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In brief, cross-cultural problems can sometimes be a 

serious and unidentified barrier to successful aural 

communication and to social interaction. Therefore, it is 

vitally important that we should teach students how to 

use the appropriate language for the appropriate time 

and in the appropriate situation. 

3.7.2 c) Material Factor 

Listening materials are an important component in assist

ing students as they study the target language. Perhaps, 

material factors may be less important in a second lang

uage situation where students are surrounded by English 

speaking people or where students are taught by native 

or near-native English speakers or where class is con

ducted by competent teachers. In Vietnam, however, the 

students are not exposed to English speaking environments, 

as has been mentioned in Chapter 2 (2.4.3), therefore, 

listening materials are especially significant in the 

EFL curriculum. 

It is believed that listeners listen more effectively 

if they have suitable and enjoyable materials. If the 
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material is too easy, boredom may arise. If it is too 

difficult, comprehension may alter and thus, students 

may panic. One way to reinforce listening comprehension 

is suitable and relevant materials according to the 

students' needs, levels and interest. 

3.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has identified a number of theoretical 

perspectives relating to aural comprehension. The next 

chapter will review a number of approaches to Teaching 

English as a Foreign Language that were or are signi

ficant in Vietnam during the past fifty years. Theory 

influences the practical. The teaching approach to which 

each teacher her/himself was exposed as a learner 

influences her/his present teaching. To place EFL in 

its proper perspective, it is necessary to 

review it in its historical perspective including 

theoretical foundation and teaching approach. 
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Chapter 4 

AURAL COMPREHENSION IN LANGUAGE TEACHING APPROACHES 

4.1 Introduction 

Foreign language and second language students have been 

taught by teachers who have themselves been taught by 

specific teaching approaches with accompanying teaching 

strategies or techniques. This writer has identified six 

major approaches to language teaching, and in this chapter 

the writer will briefly describe each and comment on its 

relevance for FLT and the teaching of listening in Viet

nam today. The approaches are: 

Grammar-Translation Approach 

Direct Approach 

Audio-Lingual Approach 

Structural-Situational Approach 

Functional-Notional Approach 

Communicative Approach 

A review of each of the six approaches may assist in 

placing FLT in Vietnam in a clearer perspective for this 

Field Study. 

Before describing these approaches it is necessary to 

define the terms 'Approach';'Method' or 'Methodology 1 

or 'Strategy'; and 'Techniques• as they are used in this 

report. 
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4.2 Approach, Method and Technique 

Anthony (1972:5) views an approach as 11 a set of correla

tive assumptions dealing with the nature of language and 

nature of teaching and learning. An approach is axiomatic" 

St.1aeven.-s (1978: 188) states that an approach is based on 

"particular philosophies or ideologies or myths of 

language learning/teaching". 

In brief, an approach is based on theory and the nature 

of language and its learning and teaching consists of a 

number of methods. An approach is a philosophical/psycho

logical foundation for language teachers as they select 

suitable methods and materials for teaching. 

A method, according to Anthony (1972:6),is an overall plan 

for presenting material systematically, all of which is 

based upon the chosen approach - and therefore a method is 

procedural. 

Strevens(1978:188) suggests that a method or methodology 

comprises a wide range of techniques for promoting effective 

learning. 

Hubbard, Jones, Thornton and Wheeler (1984:31) share the 

same idea with Anthony and Strevens by stating that: 

a method is a set of procedures or collection of 
techniques used in a systematic way which is 
hoped will result in efficient learning. 

When referring to a •technique' Anthony (1972:7) suggests 

that: 
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A technique is implementational - that which 
actually takes place in a classroom. It is a 
particular trick, stratagem or contrivance used 
to accomplish an immediate objective. Techniques 
must be consistant with a method and therefore 
in harmony with an approach as well. 

In other words, a technique is a classroom activity de

pending very much on the teacher. Each individual teacher 

has different teaching techniques, dealing with different 

types of students. 

4.3 Grammar-Translation App r oach 

The Grammar-Translation Approach was used initially in 

formal foreign language teaching, e.g., classical lang

uages such as Greek and Latin, and the approach extended 

to teaching modern languages. 

The Grammar-Translation Approach appears to lay emphasis 

on the written word in terms of rules of the target 

language and forms of words. For example, students are 

often asked to analyse parts of speech, forms and inflec

tion of words. This is believed to be of little value 

for oral communication as many good learners can speak 

the target language effectively without being able to dis

tinguish a noun from a verb. 

A traditional lesson often consists of a text, a list of 

new words, grammatical notes and exercises. Vocabulary 

often presented with their translation equivalents in 

the students• native language is "detailed and sometimes 

e soteric" (Rivers, 1968:18). 
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Texts in grammar-translation teaching are mainly literary. 

As Rivers (1968:17-18) reports that the students are often 

trained in artificial language forms;some of which are 

rare, some are old-fashioned and many of little practical 

use or have little to do with real communication, e.g., 

11 My cup is on my saucer" or "Mr Brown is a man". 

Very often, students are trained to do grammar and trans

tion exercises without much feeling of progress in mas

tering the language and with very little opportunity to 

express themselves through it (Rivers, 1968:18). 

In traditional teaching,there is very little room for 

the target language because the teachers use the students• 

native language to explain aspects of the target language 

most of the time. In doing so1 they do most of the talking 

and the students do the least. When the students are given 

an opportunity to talk1 they tend to talk about the lang

uage. However, Lado (1964:51) says: 

Talking about the language is not knowing it. 
The linguist, the grammarian, and the critic 
talk about and write about the language; the 
student must learn to use it. 

In retrospect, there are many disadvantages with the 

Grammar-Translation Approach. It stresses mainly the usage 

of the language rather than the use. The students taught 

by the Grammar-Translation Approach tend to have theore

tical knowledge of the language, relying on rote memory. 

Consequently, they will experience difficulty in under

standing and being understood in the target language. It 
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is not surprising that a majority of EFL students trained 

by traditional methods are often unable to use the target 

language for real communication when required. In other 

words, their actual skills in using the language lag be

hind their grammar-translation skills. 

4.4 Direct Approach 

The development of the Direct Approach (sometimes called 

the Natural or Oral Approach) was a reaction to the 

Grammar-Translation Approach. 

A factor which differentiates the Direct Approach from 

the Grammar-Translation Approach is that oral skills are 

stressed more than the use of the written word. 

According to Hubbard,et al., (1984:34), 

The simple idea behind the direct method was 
that we learn languages by hearing them spoken 
and engaging in conversation: reading and writ
ing can be developed later. 

In direct teaching1 the lesson usually begins with a 

dialogue as it is assumed that 11 Language is primarily 

dialogue 11 (Ferguson, 1972:26). 

There is also an introduction of reading texts but the 

students are not asked to translate the texts into their 

mother tongue, 11 instead, their comprehension of meaning 

was tested by questioning and discussion in the foreign 

language" (Rivers, 1968:20). 

In traditional teaching,much emphasis is placed on grammar 



78 

whereas, according to Celce-Murcia (1982:30), it is 

learned inductively in direct teaching. This is because 

it is believed by supporters of this group that there is 

no need for grammatical analysis. 

Celce-Murcia also reports that in direct teaching pro

grammes,there is an introduction of the target language 

through activities in communication and language func

tions though not formally. 

Accordingly, direct teachers require artistic talents 

to create actions and make a maximum use of pictures, 

drawings and other kind s of audio-visual aids to help 

minimize explanations and to assist students obtain mean

ing of new lexical items and structures. The students may 

be more motivated by this approach to learning a foreign 

language due to the activities. 

The Direct Approach differs from the Grammar-Translation 

Approach in the absence of the use of the students' mother 

tongue. All the explanations of grammar and syntax are 

in the target language. Hence, the students are accustomed 

to listening to real native speakers from the very first 

session in a continuous :immersion into the target language. 

4. 5 Audio-Lingual Approach 

Owing to increasing contacts with countries all over the 

world, the Grammar-Translation Approach or the Direct 

Approach alone were considered to be inadequate. As 
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has been explored in the first two approaches, the 

former emphasizes the written word, in contrast, the latter 

the spoken word. 

However, to comprehend the spoken language one has to 

master listening skills. The Audio-Lingual Approach focuses 

on both listening and speaking. ·rhat is why; it is called 

the Audio-Lingual Approach ( or the Audio-Oral Approach or 

Audiolingualism). 

The Audio-Lingual Approach "takes much from Direct Method 

but adds features from Structuralism and Behaviourism" 

(Celce-Murcia, 1982:30)~ It was the centre of methodologies 

during the fifties and sixties. 

Celce-Murcia (1982:30) has outlined the Audio-Lingual 

Approach as follows: 

a. begins lessons with dialogues 
b. uses mimicry and memorization because it 

assumes that language is habit formation 
c. grammatical structures are sequenced 
d. grammar is taught inductively 
e. skills are sequenced: listening and speaking 

first, reading and writing later 
£. pronunciation is stressed from the beginning 
g. vocabulary is severely limited in the initial 

stages 
h. a great effort is made to prevent errors 
i. language is often manipulated without regard 

to meaning and content 
j. the teacher must be proficient only in the 

structures, vocabulary etc. that she/he is 
teaching, since learning activities and ma
terials are carefully controlled 

Another noteworthy aspect of this approach is that it 

involves the use of tape recorders and other audio-visual 
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aids which makes it possible to provide students with 

spoken models for aural-oral practice. FrequentlYJtext

books are accompanied with recorded tapes or discs. 

Hence, students will have an opportunity to listen to and 

practise expressions and functional patterns from recorded 

dialogues for daily interaction. This is the significant 

feature of the Audio-Lingual Approach. It treats language 

"as a unified meaningful whole where content and form 

are simultaneously presented and equally emphasized" 

(El-Araby, 1974:162). 

Paulston J1972:130) points out that: 

The basic core of the Audio-Lingual Approach 
of teaching foreign languages is drills: pro
nunciation drills, vocabulary drills, but most 
of all structural pattern drills. 

To sum up, the Audio-Lingual Approach aims to develop 

listening and speaking competence through linguistic 

forms with constant 1 listen and repeat' practice so that 

students will be able to use the spoken forms as accu

rately as they can. However, it appears to place little 

emphasis on "What people do with these forms when they 

want to co1Tll1\unicate with each other" (Littlewood, 1983: 

viii) . 

4.6 Structural-Situational Approach 

The name of this approach describes its __ meaning. It is 

a combination of the Structural Approach and the Situ

ational Approach. 
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One of the main features of this approach is to aim at 

teaching structures within appropriate situations. Stu

dents are, therefore, familiar with pattern-practice 

drills which are designed to help them gain control over 

the grammatical structure'S so that they would produce 

correct examples of the pattern. As assumed by Hubbard~ 

et a.l·., (1984:"36)that "Much use, too, is made of repeti

tion and analogous pattern drilling" in a structural

situational class. 

After the introduction and practice of a new pattern, the 

teacher often tends to shift from pattern-practice drilling 

to practice on a rea]/realistic situation in the class

room. In doing so,the teachers,then,may use the students 

as aids to help their teaching and put language items 

into conte~t in the most relevant way possible (Ellis and 

Tomlinson (1980:307). This is the most impox.:tant aspect 

of the Structural-Situational Approach because students 

are placed in social situations to practise the language 

in a simulated context. As has been stated by Wilkins 

(1976:16) that 

All languages are usually described as general 
systems, language is always used in a social 
context and cannot be fully understood without 
reference to that context. 

The goal of situational practice is, therefore, to make 

sure that language is presented in a meaningful context. 

The more meaningfully.the language presented, _the more 

effectively the students may learn it. In other words, 



situational teaching gives special importance to con

textualization and tries 11 to avoid meaningless and 

mechanical practice" (HubbardJ et al., 1984: 36) • 
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In a structural-situational class,the students are placed 

in familiar situations with appropriate dialogues 

such as 'At the Butcher 1 s 1 
, 

1Asking the Way•, 1 Booking 

a Hotel 1
, 'Buying a Theatre Ticket• and so on. However, 

most prespecified dialogues specify prefabricated situ

ations. The teachers, therefore, should predict the 

language and then teach that language which is of rele

vance to the students and thus,it may be more motivat

ing (Wilkins, 1976:16). 

In short, the Structural-Situational Approach seems to 

start with forms of language and adds a setting. There is 

interaction in classrooms as they act out dialogues. The 

learning may depend on situations or characters artificial 

and limited rather than every day reality. From artifi

cial classroom language to actual language and real needs 

of students, there may be a great distance. 

4.7 Functional-Notional Approach 

A more recent approach to language teaching is called 

Functional-Notional. It focuses on discourse functions 

of the language in terms of its context. It is, Kennedy 

(1978:118) says, 

a reaction against the prevailing tendency to 
view second language learning as discrete 
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point grammar and vocabulary learning even by 
language structure and vocabulary in situation. 

Language functions are of vital importance to language 

learning for communication and, 

emphasizes that : 

Wilkins (1976:42) 

The whole basis of a notional approach to lang
uage teaching derives from the conviction that 
what people want to do through language is more 
import~~t l than"the mastery of the language as 
an : Un.ffppl.l eq· c~y~t~. 

This, Curtin (1979:284) argues, would help the student 

realize that: 

language learning is not 1 linear 1
, in the sense 

that he simply has to learn one structure after 
another, each one more 'advanced' until, when 
he has learnt Structure No. 243, he will finally 
1 kn<Dw 1 English. 

In functional teaching, the lessons are centred on 

language functions 1,elping the students express their 

feelings, attitudes and needs in realistic contexts. Vo

cabulary and language formulae, therefore, should be 

appropriate to situations, such as 'giving advice', 

'greeting people', 'apologizing•, •expressing opinions', 

'agreeing and disagreeing', 'complimenting• and the like. 

One typical type of practice in functional teaching is 

classroom role-play activities. Very often,students are 

asked to play different roles or act out the dialogues 

they have been practising. Role-playing may be fun at 

any level, encouraging more spontaneous discussions 
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(Leo Jones, 1979:4). It encourages students to practise 

both the form and function of L2 in a context and it 

requires the students to work together in pairs or in 

small groups. 

During this type of 1dril1 1,the teacher should go round 

the room monitoring, supervising or advising when nece

ssary. In other words, the students are viewed as actors 

or performers, the teacher as monitor, supervisor or 

advisor. In a consequence, it reduces teaching-time and it 

increases student-talking time. 

The importance of the Functional-Notional Approach to 

language teaching and learning is in the fact that it 

takes language functions as its starting point. It aims to 

teach students to use various functions of language rele

vant to their needs rather than to master grammatical 

structures. As Wilkins (1976:19) says that the Functional

Notional Approach · "takes the communicative facts of 

language into account from the beginning without losing 

sight of grarru:--natical and situational factors 11
• 

Hubbard,et al., (1984:247) believe that instead of learn

ing to use new language items in a vacuum, students will 

be able to recognize the value of the new language as they 

study it. 

The Functional-Notional Approach is more likely to meet 

students' communicative needs,especially ESP (English for 
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Special/Specific Purposes}students e.g. English for 

tourist guides,English for technical engineers, English 

for doctors and nurses, English for restaurant operators 

and so on. 

This approach has gained wide acceptence both in the 

field of teaching English as a second language and that 

of language teaching in general (Whittington, 1982:3). 

The functional-Notional Approach is communicative to 

some extent and situational to some extent. While it is 

presently a favoured approach in FLT, one can see some 

limitations. 

Firstly, students may find the functions which are being 

taught as somewhat confusing. They may not recognize 

which form is best used in which situation, because 

there are different·forms serving the same function. For 

a "request', for instance, one can ask : '·•can you •.• r•·;, 

'Could you ••• ?t; 'Would you mind ••• ?' and so forth. 

Secondly, it places great demands on the part of teachers 

because they can no longer use text-books and they need 

to make up their own materials, therefore, it is rather 

difficult to systematize learning, applying the Functional

Notional Approach (Tassicker, 1982:19). For example, if 

the function •making suggestion• is to be taught, questions 

and statements which should be introduced include 'Why 

don I t you ••• ?', 'How/What about •.• ?', 1 Let I s ••• ', 

'Shall we ••. ? 1 and so on. This may help students 
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become more aware of various ways English people have 

for expressing their ideas and feelings. However, a 

conversation includes appropriate responses. Bearing in 

mind that "Certain functions are common to all languages, 

but the social and cultural connotations are not" 

(Whittington, 1982: 4) ; the teachers, therefore, are 

required to have knowledge of the target culture so that 

they may teach the students appropriate responses for 

specific situations. Otherwise, the students they teach 

will rema~n at a loss or give wrong responses that will, 

from time to time, cause some misunderstanding or embar

rassment. 

Thirdly, there may be problems with role-playing. Students 

may not be relaxed enough to. pretend to be somebody else. 

The more complicated the language/context is, the more 

difficult it will be for students to do role-playing. 

4.8 Communicative Approach 

The Communicative Approach has been used for the past few 

decades to respond to the increasing concern of communi

cation needs and is prevalent largely in English speaking 

environments. 

The focus of this approach is on teaching students how 

to communicate adequately or approximately with others and 

"to understand what others wish to communicate in the 

broadest sense" (Rivers and Temperley 1 1978: 3). 
--
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Lado {1964:7) suggests that: 

Language is the chief means of which the human 
personality expresses itself and fulfills its 
basic need for social interaction with other 
persons. 

Langacker (1968:3) says that language is a "purely human 

instrument of communication". Frances (1969:112) writes 

that the "major purpose of language is to communicate 

meaning". Corder (1977,:32) claims that language is 11 a 

means of communication". Richards (1983:111) states that 

"Language is seen to be influenced by communicative 

goals and processes 11
• All in all, language is human, 

language is communication. 

Consequently, foreign language teaching must lay emphasis 

on communicative activities, in terms of both functional 

communication and social interaction activities. To meet 

the needs of communication "We should teach the rules 

of use and language features appropriate to the relevant 

social context (Munby 1978: 23). By-''using the language' we 

mean the activity to use the language to communicate 

meaningfully, accurately and naturally, not just to mani

pulate linguistic forms and sounds correctly. This is an 

important aspect of communicative teaching. Corder (1977: 

47} suggests that for anybody who wishes to take part in 

the social life of the comrnunity,s/he must be able to 

communicate and be communicated and that is why the 

learner is studying a language. 
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Communicative teaching is, therefore, teaching for a pur

pose. The importance of, Hubbard, et al., (1984:251)argue, 

the sense of purpose needs to play a prominent 
part in the process of presentation and practice, 
Instead of teaching forms with their meanings 
and then going on to practise their uses, we 
might begin with the~ and proceed to teach 
examples of the forms our students- require. 

The emphasis on language functions in communicative teach

ing is of crucial value for communication
1
as has been held 

by Littlewood (1983:i) that one of the most characteristic 

strengths of corn,_~unicative teaching is that it gives 

special importance to functional as well as structural 

aspects of language, combining these two components into 

a more fully communicative view. 

In communicative teaching,the prac.t.ice drills appear to 

be from audio-lingual or situational to communicative 

activities. The focus is on communication in terms of 

meaning and context, not just on :the form of the language 

out of context alone. There are regular role-play, pair

work and group-work activities which enable students to 

practise using the language they are learning for rea

listic communication in a realistic cormnunicative setting. 

It is believed that realistic/real communication is en

couraged through small group activities. The students have 

more time to talk and interact with other members within 

their small group,and they are more likely to feei free 

and be more relaxed to talk. Hence, the students should 
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be given11 ample opportunities to use the language themselves 

for communicative purpose" (Littlewood, 1983:ix). In short, 

students, in communicative teaching, are viewed as commu

nicators, teachers co-communicators. 

In a communicative class, the teacher makes a maximwn use 

of audio-visual aids and relevant authentic materials to 

help introduce new vocabulary, idiomatic expressions and 

patterns in appropriate context both for recognition and 

production. The students are,then,given encouragement to 

use the new language items they have been practising in 

communication circumstances in which they can express 

ideas, wants or desires '' . 

As has been seen, communication is the most important 

aspect of the Communicative Approach. It stresses the 

use of the language not only in simulated but also in real 

life communication situations . Thus, methodology and ma

terials should be introduced that allow students to re

main themselves (Piotrowski, 1982:229-38) and portray 

themselves as well. 

The strengths of the Communicative Approach are many. And 

yet, problems do arise in communicative teaching. How can 

the teacher get the students to acquire communicative 

skills involved in using a language in the limited real 

world of the classroom. It appears that communicative 

competence will rarely be gained merely as a result of 

FL classes. It should be born in mind that 1 in reality , 
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people talk more freely and willingly about things they 

find interesting, relevant and known to them and with 

someone they like/know and in a pleasant and relaxing 

atmosphere. It appears to be more difficult to talk with 

people with whom one has little in common. 

Christopher Brumfit, one of the first people who propose 

a change towards a communicative approach to ELT metho

dology, in A Training Course for TEFL by Hubbard, et al., 

(1984:251) says that: 

The question for the teacher is: How close can 
my teaching take pupils to their anticipated 
language needs in the outside world? ••• How 
much opportunity am I giving memebers of any 
class to talk as individuals to each other, 
using as much English as they can, to say things 
which they have decided to say and which are as 
far as possible in response to what has been said 
before - practice for fluency rather than accuracy? 

4.9 Conclusion 

This writer has indicated that each approach to FLT has 

advantages and disadvantages. This writer wishes to empha-· 

size that the strengths in one context may become weak

nesses in another. For example, the Grammar-Translation 

Approach appears to be viewed as out of fashion in FLT, 

particularly SL teaching for oral communication. However, 

it may work in certain situations where the aim is to 

achieve accuracy and where the aim is to train grammarians 

and translators. It may also be a success depending very 

much on the ability of teachers to motivate their students 
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This approach appears to beof little value for aural 

comprehension for in order to communicate effectively, 

students have to comprehend first of all what someone is 

saying and the Grarmnar-Translation Approach seems to focus 

on the written word. In spite of that, this approach may 

be relevant in teaching listening in that grammatical 

markers showing emphasis, sequence, specification, re

ference, summary, focus, resumption, examplification and 

re-expression can be used for the efficient extraction of 

meaning. 

The main objective of the Direct Approach is to 11 immerse 

students in the target language" (Hubbard, et al., 1984: 

34) with much emphasis on oral work and activity. Students 

may benefit a great deal listening to teachers speaking 

English during class time. This approach,therefore, is of 

great value for listening comprehension. This type of 

teaching, however, appears to be difficult to handle unless 

the teacher is a native speaker of L2 or the like. For this 

reason, the Direct Approach seems to be rarely applicable 

in Vietnam. 

The Audio-Lingual Approach comes from behaviourist theory 

and students have to perform repetitive practice. It aims 

to develop listening and speaking skills in terms of lang

uage forms through recordings. It appears to base itself on 

linguistic competence rather than linguistic performance. 

It may well be that the Audio-Lingual Approach is success

ful in FL situations but it appears to be out of favour 



92-

in SL circumstances. It has a place in teaching listening 

comprehension in that it involves the use of recorded 

materials. The students may be fluent in aural-oral com

petence but their proficiency in listening and speaking 

skills is perhaps limited in actual communication. 

Like the Audio-Visual Approach, students taught by the 

Structural-Situational Approach can listen to a wide range 

of spoken language in situations through appropriate situ

ational recorded tapes. However, much of the language 

taught is mainly structural in situations, many of which 

appear to be artificial in limited situations. To avoid 

artificial language, the teachers should collect materials 

of their own or adapt existing materials so they are more 

relevant to their students• needs. 

The Communicative Approach may be ideal in language teach

ing in terms of verbal communicat_ion. It may be fine in a 

learning atmosphere where the teacher is bi-lingual and 

teaching/learning materials are easy to obtain. However, 

in Vietnam where most teachers have learned English from 

non-native speakers of English and where teaching/learn

ing materials are scarce, the Communicative Approach 

may be difficult to implement, thus less suitable. This 

does not mean that the Communicative Approach does not 

have a place in TEFL in Vietnam. This increasing demand 

to learn English for communicative needs in ESP courses 

in Vietnam at the moment demonstrates 1the vital place 

of communication ~ But the problem is 'how much 
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communication' can be taught-and 'how best to teachr' .This 

approach is relevant to teaching listening ba:sed on the" use 

of authentic materials. Authentic listening materials 

mean real speech by real native speakers in real situa

tions. 

The Functional-Notional Approach bases itself on the use 

of the language, adding structure and lexis, showing how 

functions of the language operate within contexts of par

ticular situations. It enables students to express them

selves in everyday situations, therefore increasing their 

communicative competence. 

Like the Communicative Approach, the Functional-Notional 

Approach is valuable in language teaching and learning. 

It can be applicable in a FL situation like Vietnam 

though much demand is on the part of the teacher in col~ 

lecting relevant material that suits the students' 

needs. It is vitally important in teaching aural compre

hension in the way that involves a large number of func

tional dialogues both face-to-face or on the telephone 

or in a film or on the radio. This makes it possible for 

the students to listen to a variety of accents, registers, 

thus enabling them to get used to hearing spoken language 

in context. 

In language teaching/learning, it is possible to say that 

there would be no one single best approach for every pro

gramme. The Functional-Notional Approach, according to 

this writer, may be more suitable for the interpreter 



students now learning English at the Hanoi Foreign 

Langunges College. 

94 . 

Therefore, the syllabus presented in Chapter 6 will be 

influenced by this approach. 
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Chapter 5 

TEACHING TECHNIQUES AN INTRODUCTION 

5.1 Introduction 

This writer has identified a number of problem areas 

that currently exist in EFL teaching in Vietnam, and 

in specific, focused on difficulties within the aural 

comprehension area. One problem, mentioned in Chapter 2 

(2.5.3), is that there is limited teaching of the 

listening skill needed in decoding spoken messages in 

a real life situation, like prediction, recognition 

and so on. According to Swan (1985:8) if there is a 

special •communication skill' involved in interpreting 

messages, then surely we had better teach this skill 

to our students. Swan also quoted Widdowson as saying 

that if we do not teach our students this skill, they 

will 'comprehend' the words they 'hear' as examples of 

'usage', but will fail to 'listen• and 'interpret 1 

messages as instances of 'use'; they will also respond 

to 'cohesion' but not to 'coherence• and so on. 

This chapter will concentrate on teaching techniques 

which may assist the development of understanding skills 

(EFL) in Vietnam and, in particular, at the Hanoi 

Foreign Languages College (HNFLC). 

There are a number of skill areas which require attention 

in an EFL programme. This writer has selected five skills 
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of aural comprehension which may be of some help in 

developing the listening comprehension ability of spoken 

messages, in particular, the four types of listening 

identified in Chapter 3 (3.6) : gist listening, detailed 

listening, intensive listening and extensive listening. 

Also, these five skills may help form part of a projected 

syllabus for interpreter students who are studying in 

the first term of their third year at the HNFLC. Each 

of the five skill areas will be briefly described. 

For oral communication,there must be at least two persons

a speaker and a listener. They may exchange roles 

frequently depending on the situation. The speaker's 

task is to encode thought messages and communicate these 

to the listener. The listener's task is to decode the 

message and place it in proper perspective. 

For the listener, the decoder, a number of skills are 

required to facilitate reception of the communication. 

The five this writer will explore are: prediction of 

upcoming information, recognition of different pronunciation, 

stress and intonation, identification of relevant infor

mation, interpretation of speaker 1 s meaning and retention 

of important information. 

5.2 Prediction of Up comi~g Information 

When a listener is processing the received message, in 

a sense, it is simultaneous translation, the listener 
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is decoding as the speaker is encoding. Very often, the 

listener cannot always control what will be said to her/ 

him, particularly when the speaker or the subject matter 

is unfamiliar. S/he, therefore, has to •predict' what 

is to come next from various clues that are presented 

during the communication and from familiar communications 

in the past. Kolf (1985:14) assumes that: 

A listener does not try to process every bit of 
information, and he does not seem to process 
information entirely sequentially. He will 
recognize some information immediately, and 
then anticipate what's coming next. He listens 
to enough of the message to confirm his guess 
while he is selecting cues by which he guesses 
future information. 

In reality, it will be mentioned that some listeners/ 

students tend to concentrate on every detail wishing to 

grasp relatively total meaning of what is being said.When 

they fail to do so, they are likely to panic, particularly 

during examinations. Thus,Brown (1978:280-81) suggests 

that: 

We have to instill in them the confidence to 
listen like a native speaker, sampling the 
speaker's utterance and matching it against 
their predictions. Such a listener is not 
thrown into a panic if the speaker says some
thing he hasn't quite heard properly; he merely 
makes a sensible prediction or supposes that if 
it were important the speaker would have said 
it with more emphasis (with greater articulatory 
precision, louder and longer) and carries on 
listening. 

To predict, students should be taught to make maximum 

use of their knowledge of the target language and culture 
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and their own experiences. In other words, they should 

be made to be aware of various types of cues as a basis 

for comprehension of upcoming information such as 

speech markers, grammatical clues1cultural cues, and 

clues from the context itself and so on. 

5.2.1 Speech Markers 

Speech markers are sometimes called 'discourse markers' 

or 'spoken markers'and are part of spoken features of a 

language. Speech markers include 1 silence fillers' such 

as '.!wel11·, 1I mean' 'sort of', ·'imm'·, '1hmn'', ,ter11 , ''uhuh1: 

etc., gestures, facial expression and movement. The 

feature of spoken language, like gestures, facial ex

pression, eye contact and movement, can be visually seen 

during face-to-face interaction. They may be of excellent 

help in comprehending the speaker's intention. Nevertheless/ 

this writer wishes to focus on merely 1 silence fillers' 

of speech markers whi.ch may assist aural comprehension 

both in face-to-face communication or in conversational 

discourse through audio tapes. 

It is possible to say that people of different cultures 

and societies appear to have different communication 

methods using various communication markers. The spoken 

features of a language like 'silence fillers' appear 

to occur frequently in uncontrolled speech. The verbal 

fillers in English as mentioned above seem to have 

little to do with the content of a message. In other words, 
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they convey little important information to listeners. 

In spite of that,they· may have a significant function 

in speech in that they help speakers fill in the gap 

while organizing what they want to express themselves. 

This does not mean, according to Holden (1982:4), that 

they should necessarily be able to~ the full repertoire 

themselves, but rather that they should be made aware 

that these features exist in English and need interp

reting. For example, after the marker '1well 1' is conveyed 

one may interpret that the signal suggests either open

ing or ending a conversation depending on the context. 

·1Er ;• may indicate that the speaker is sorting out 

suitable words or phrases or utterances. It may be 

interpreted as a signal of hesitation or a habit. 1You 

know'- or '1as everybody knows" may indicate that the 

speaker hopes the listener!s) or everyone knows what 

s/he means. 'Something like that'' may indicate that the 

examples the speaker is thinking of are of the same kind 

as the previous ,ones ands/he thinks that it may be 

unnecessary to speak out or thats/he fails to mention 

them at that moment. 

To sum up, verbal fillers, though not important infor

mation carriers, may assist speakers to produce 

natural English for they exist in spoken English. 

Students of English should be made to be aware of these 

markers as a way of interaction in English. Another 
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common way to express ideas is by using discourse markers 

to emphasize, to conclude, to summarize and so on in 

speech. It is, therefore, essential that being aware of 

these markers of speech may assist auditory comprehension 

of spoken English. 

5.2.2 Grammatical Markers , 

·Grammatical markers can be interpreted as discourse 

markers/devices or grammatical cues/clues. They perform 

different functions in English, e.g.sequence, cause and 

effect, purpose and so on. In other words, grammatical 

markers are grammatical patterns in English such as 

1 b ' ·I b t ' 1 . th 1 ,I 1 · f ' ecause~ • . , u .•. , nei er ... nor ••• , on y i , 

·• in an attempt to 1 and many more. 

Grammatical cues play a crucial role in the decoding 

message process both in oral and written communication. 

In other words, they are of great value in the development 

of listening and reading skills. For example, when one 

hears the marker 1 in general 1
, one could predict that 

the speaker would be saying, 1but 1 or 'however' or 

'nevertheless-' or '1 in spite of that 1 
· or "still 4 following 

up with a remark that appears to be opposite to the 

initial generalization. Cohesive devices, like 'but'· may 

also assist predicting meanings of unknown words. For 

instance, in "He's a good doctor but a nasty man", one 

can guess that '1nasty' may mean something opposite 

1good 1
• After 1in short 1 or 1to sum up' or'in brief' or 
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'briefly speaking' or 'in summary' or 'to summarize' one 

expects a summary. After •as a ·result' or ·'thus' or 

'hence' or 'therefore' or 'consequently' or' in a 

consequence' is normally a sequence or a conclusion. 

After' I'm interested in ..• ' or 'He's afraid of ••. ' or 

'She's very keen on ... ' we may guess that either a noun 

or a gerund will follow. 

Markers of discourse are, therefore, very crucial clues 

in facilitating the listener 1-s attempt to receive the 

total message. They link chunks or phrases or segments 

of an utterance or sentences together indicating what 

types of words or clauses to be preceded or followed. 

They, therefore, do aid prediction skill. Cohesive 

markers* can generally be organized into the categories 

as shown by the tables on pages 102 and 103. 

If 
Joan Rubin in Basic Requirements for Inteqrated Listening 

·,1 
Comprehension Materia_ls by Dirven ( 1981: 57) believes that: 

The good ledrner is a willing and accurate 
guesser ... The goodguesser uses all the clues 
which the setting offers him and thus is able 
to narrow down what the meaning and the intent 
of the commun:i,cation might be. 

Dirven (1981:57) supports Rubin's view by adding that: 

For Ruhi.n guessing is based on what we know 
about the social relationship between the speakers, 
the event, the mood, the channel, on what we know 
about the rules of speaking, on factual probability 
on what we know about grammar and lexicon. 

*Mos.t of these markers are taken from Nut.tall(1983.:97) 
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TABLE 2. Markers Showing Discourse Organization 

Functions 

Sequencing 

Re-expressing 

Specifying 

Referring 

Resuming 

Exemplifying 

Summarizing 

Focusing 

Examples 

first of all, next, then, at this 

point, in conclusion, subsequently, 

in the long run, eventually, etc. 

that is to say, or rather, to put 

it another way, in other words, by 

that I mean, etc. 

namely, that is to say, mainly, 

basically, etc. 

in this respect, in that connection1 

concerning this, as we said, ignor

ing this, apart from this, besides 

etc. 

To resume, to return to the 

previous point, getting back to 

the argument, to return to the 

question in .•. etc. 

to illustrate this, thus, for 

example, for instance, like, such 

as, etc. 

to sum up, in short, briefly 

speaking, in brief, to summarize, 

in summary, to cut the long story 

short, etc. 

Let us consider, we must now return 

to, I shall begin by etc. 
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TABLE ... 3 Markers Showing Speaker' s Viewpoint 

Functions Examples 

Emphasis 

Comparison 

Contrast 

Reason 

Result 

Purpose 

Condition 

moreover, furthermore, likewise, 

what's more, etc. 

likewise, similarly, similar to, 

the same as, in comparison with, 

above all, etc. 

but, on the contrary, conversely, 

by contrast, however, though, while, 

whereas, unlike, on the other hand, 

otherwise, etc. 

for this reason, on account of this, 

because, since, for etc. 

as a result, so ..• that, therefore, 

that's why, thus, consequently, e t c. 

with this in mind, in order to, so 

that , hoping to, hoping that, with 

the hope that, in an attempt to, 

for the sake of, etc. 

In that case, unless, otherwise, 

in these circumstances, provided 

that, as long as, if, supposing 

that, according to,etc. 
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Students, therefore, should also be aware of the 

neologisms {new words) by manipulating prefixes and 

suffixes ofknown vocabulary to guess unknown words. 

Prefixes and suffixes may initially be confusing to 

use when we speak. However, they may be, perhaps, not 

too difficult to understand. As a matter of fact, they 

may,make comprehension easier. For example, the prefixes 

un- , im-, in-, ir-, il-, dis-, non-, anti-, in 

'impossible', 1·inexperienced: 
1
irregular'~ 

1
illogical, 'dislike; 

inon-native! 
1
anti-racism

1
may aid students to guess the 

meaning of these words which are opposite to the original 

words. The suffixes -tion, -sion, -cian, -ment, -ly, 

-ql, -ism in 'signif ication1, 
1comprehens;on 1, 'technician 1 

'movement', 'shortly~ 'mechanical\ 1colonialisnt
1 

are likely 

to assist g_uessing meanings by relying on the· meanings 

of the root words. 

Apart from speech and grammatical cues, clues may come 

from the listeners' knowledge of the target culture(s)• 

5. 2. 3 Cultural Cues 

It goes without saying that different people from 

different cultures have different ways of communication, 

different patterns of thought. Knowledge of the target 

culture(s) may, therefore, also help predictions. For 

example, if one has an adequate awareness of different 

cultures of English speaking people (e.g.British, Ame

rican, Australian) one may expect an explanation 
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or repetition after "Pardon?" or "Sorry?". After 

"(I'm) Sorry" one may expect responses such as "0.K", 

11 That 1 s all right", or "No worries" or "Never mind" or 

"It doesn't matter" ana the like. After 11 Thank you very 

much" may come answers like "You 1 re welcome", "Not at 

all", "My pleasure",
11
Don't mention it" and so on. 

Responses, e.g. - "Yes, please" or "Yes, thank you" or 

"No, thanks" may be heard after "Would you like some 

tea?". After an invitation "We're going to the Snowy 

Mountains, would you like to join us?" we may hear 

"Oh, I'd love to/ like to" or "I'd like to/love to 

very much, but I'm afraid I won't be able to come" plus 

a reason. After a remark "She looks much younger in 

that blue dress" one may agree saying "Yes, true" or 

"Yes ,she does" or one may give a polite disagreement 

answer "Do you really think so?" or "I don't know" 

and so on. 

Briefly speaking,knowledge of the target 

culture(s) not only assists FL students in communication 

and u.ssists them in learning how to behave o.n certain 

occasions, what, how and when to say in what situations 

but also assists their comprehension of the target 

language. Comprehension of spoken language may also 

be aided by the context itself. 

5.2.4 Contextual Clues 

As we know context does play a particularly important 
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role in SL/FL teaching/learning as communication cannot 

be carriea out without being in a meaningful context. In 

other woras, context can assist the comprehension process 

For example, when one hears /gan::I.z/ mentioned in a 

piece of news over the radio or on television about a 

war going on somewhere, one will expect 'guerrilla' 

meaning "fighters who are not members of a regular army" 

(Hornby, 1975:389), not 'gorilla' meaning "man-sized, 

tree-climbing Afr:t:can ape" (Hornby, 1975:379). The same 

is true with 'flower/flour' and 'boy/buoy' and so on. 

For example, when we hear someone say "Thank you for 

the /flavaz / at a birthday party, it is likely that 

"flowers' is understood. The utterance "We're making 

more /b :::>I z/1 
in an interview at a ijlaritime supply fac

tory is likely to be "We're making more buoys". The 

homonyms like commercial'bank 1 and 'bank' of a river 

are rarely confused when we hear someone say "I've got 

to go to the bank today ,I'm running out of money". 

Pairs of phonemes in ship/sheep, cut/cat, bud/bird 

band/bend , etc. are rarely misunderstood if there 

are contextual cues available. 

In short, occasionally confusion over pairs of 

or words which have different meanings in different 

contexts may .occur. However, it does not matter too 

much since in real-life situations,listeners are able 

to make use of contextual clues to figure out what they 

hear (Heaton, 1979:57). 
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5.2.5 Suggested Techniques 

The skill of predicting and guessing plays an essentially 

important role in the comprehension process. It should 

be developed to aid auditory comprehension. As stated 

by Brown {1977:162) that: 

Clearly training in making intelligent guesses 
will play an important part in learning to 
understand the spoken form of a foreign language. 

To develop students' prediction skills, there are various 

types of practice such as 'completion items·t, 'cloze 

procedure' and 1 word guessing games'. 

a/ Completion Items 

In completion practice, students are often provided with 

passages or dialogues in written form and are asked to 

fill a word or phrase or an·utterance in a blank while 

listening. Completion pra~tice items aim to develop 

students' recall rather than recognition (Heaton,1979: 

119) and "assist comprehension by directing the student's 

attention to key words and phrases that he may not have 

heard accurately and that are essential for the compre

hension of the whole" (Black, 1971:171). In other words, 

completion items assist students' ability to remember 

or predict and retain important words and chunks in a 

message. Reading skills can also be practised as students 

have to read while listening .Completion items can be 

divided into two types: fill-in-blank exercises and 

sentence completion exercises. 
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Examp le 1:Fill-in-Blank.Exercises 

You are going to hear a passage on the tape. 

While listening, insert~ missing word in 

each blank 

Koalas live in Australia. We sometimes (1) ---
them koala bears, but (2) --- are not ( 3) ---
They are marsupials, which (4) ___ that the 

(5) ___ has a pouch in which to keep her 

( 6) ---

(The text is taken from Comp rehension and Study 

Cards, ~econd Year Set, by O.B Gregory,1970, 

Card 65.) 

The purpose of this excercise, as discussed above, is to 

train students to recognize the spoken words (the key 

ones) and then retain them in the written form. While 

doing the exercise, they have to read the passage; 

therefore,it involves reading skills as well. 

Before reading the passage·or playing the tape, the teacher 

should acquaint the students with koala bears .rt would 

be better if the teacher could find a picture of a koala 

and show it to the class so that the students could have 

an idea of what a koala bear is. The passage should be 

read or played twice. The first time is for general 

aural comprehension. The second one is for inserting 

the missing words in the blanks. 

After completing the exercise, it is necessary to ch eck 

that a student has understood the global idea of the 
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passage by asking her/him to summarize the major idea 

in the passage either in speaking or in writing. 

To plan this exercise, it is advised that content words 

(e.g.nouns, verbs) should be taken out, rather than 

grammatical words (e.g. articles,prepositions). This is 

because content words are key words that influence 

comprehension of the whole passage and they are often 

more difficult to retain than structure words. 

Examole 2 Sentence-Comp letion Exercise 

Now listen to the following passage. Then 

complete the sentences below: 

1. Koalas ..•... 

2. We sometimes call 

but they 

3 . They are marsupials, •..... 

the.. has a pouch ..... . 

to ••• 

In this exercise, more than one word . is deleted from 

each sentence.It aims to train students to recall longer 

phrases or utterances. Its aim is also to practise 

identification and memorization skills. The procedures 

are somewhat similar to the 1 fill-in-blank 1 exercises. 

However, students are allowed time to write down the 

missing parts of the sentences. This means that the 

teacher stops the tape after each item. Each item can 

be played or read twice or three times or more(if needed). 
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Another type of completion·.item worth practising is 

reading aloud a simple sentence or part of a sentence, 

then have students add a phrase or an utterance to 

complete the sentence, e.g. "Hoa (someone's name in the 

class) could not join us yesterday because " or "Do 

you mind if ... ?". The purpose of this drill is to 

enable students to comprehend the first part ,.of a message 

and show their comprehension by giving the full message 

of the sentence in their own way. It is an open exercise 

aiming to train not only the comprehension of an utterance 

but linguistic and production competence as well. 

b/ Cloze Procedure 

1 Cloze procedure 1 is sometimes called 1 cloze listening' 

or 1 cloze-type exercise• or 1 cloze practice•. It can ·be 

used both in listening and reading comprehension practice. 

The principle of cloze procedure is based on the Gestalt 

theory of 'closure' (closing gaps in patterns subcons

ciously) and therefore1 it develops the listener's and 

reader's ability to decode' interrupted' or 'mutilated' 

messages by supplying the most accepbable replacement 

from all available contextual cues (Heaton, 1979:122). 

Cloze practice is also useful for developing comprehension 

skills such as "knowledge of vocabulary, .facts, sequences 

of events, causal relationships, ability to identify 

the theme of the passage and ability to draw inferences" 

(Kerr, 1979:61). In cloze exercises, every nth word 
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(every 5th or 9th word is favoured) is taken out of the 

passage or dialogue. Students are as~ed to insert re

placements of these deleted words. One problem in cloze-

type exercises is the teacher has to judge as many acceptable 

answers as possible in advance. Another problem is scoring 

methods. There appear to be two reliable methods of 

marking. One is to accept only one exact answer, the 

other is to accept any reasonable replacement (Heaton, 

1979:122). Here is an example of 'cloze type exercise•. 

Examp le Listen to the entire paragraph as it is belng 

read. A number of words have been omitted.On 

the second reading, insert the most suitable 

word in the blank space. 

Koalas live in Australia. We somtimes call them 

koala bears; but they are not ___ . They are 

marsupials, which ___ that the mother has 

baby 

it is 

pouch in which to ___ her young. A 

is less than an ___ long when 

___ . It is almost helpless ___ so it 

stays in ___ mother 1 s pouch for up ___ six 

months. A fully grown ___ is about two feet. 

c/ Word Guessing Game can be labelled a 'What is it?' 

technique suggested by Nation (1978:20-23). The teacher 

thinks of something and describes it. The students have 

to make guesses until the subject is identified (some

times it is not)• 

Examp le Listen and tell us what it is. 
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I am thinking of a thing, a big thing. Not 

every family has one. It is usually white and 

very useful. It has only one door. It has got 

to use electricity to operate. 

(key: a refrigerator) 

Efficient auditory comprehension entails a number of 

integrative skills. In addition to predicting skills, 

recognition of different pronunciations of the same word, 

different word stress in a sentence and different patterns 

of· intonation is another iU1portant skill that needs 

particular attention. 

5.3 Pronunciation, Stress and Intonation 

Recognition skills consist of the ability to identify 

various aspects of a language. However, in this section 

we will discuss only the discrimination skills of 

different pronunciation· , stress and intonation patterns 

in English. 

5.3.1 Discrimination of Pronunciation 

One listening difficulty facing many Vietnamese EFL 

students, as mentioned in Chapter 2 (2.2.1), is English 

vowels. Hence, developing identification skills in this 

area in the early stages of listening is very important. 

Though cues to identify English phonemes may come from 

the cultural context (see 5.2.4), students should be 

given as much minimal pair practice as possible for 

skills often result from frequent practice. 
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Also, EFL students should be made aware of the differences 

in pronunciation between/amongst various English dialects, 

e.g. British English, A.~erican English, Australian English, 

and other variants. They should be aware that the British 

say / f<!(ik /(clerk) and the Americans say / Kl 3k /. 

Additional examples of differences in pronunciation of 

the two dialects follow: 

British_Eng lish American Eng lish 

clerk I J<J al< I I k-f..·3 k I 

can 1 t I k c,nf I I k acnf I 

laugh I I af I ll~f I 

husband / J,,,1tzbJnc} I h d "2.hJ>1q/ 

either / a r7d- I Ii tcJ I 

neither In z,;ijJ. I I ni fd- I 

advance / dol ,van S' / I JolvoCJ1r I 

........ 

Also, students should be made to be aware that ·Austral i ans 
t I 

tend to produce /a]/ in day so that they would not be 

shocked when they first arrive in Australia hearing 

someone say 11 I 'm going to hospital to ; ·ela..r I• 

5.3.2 Distinction of Stress 

Stress is a distinguishing feature of spoken English that 

SL/FL students of English should be aware of. As stated 

by Richards (1983:225) that: 
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In many languages the length of time required 
to pronounce an utterance depends on the number 
of· syllables it contains, since syllables are 
of about equal length. English, however, is a 
stressed time language. Within an utterance, 
only particular syllab1es are stressed, and the 
remaining syllables in the utterance, no matter 
how many there are, must accomodate to the 
rhythm. 

This indicates that not all syllables in every word in 

English carry stress. According to Brown (1977:99), in 

English almost all 1grammatical wordsl (e.g.conjunctions, 

prepositions, pronouns and so on) will lose their stress 

when they are combined together to form an utterance 

while nearly all '1lexical words' (e.g.nouns, adjectives, 

main verbs, adverbs,) will keep their stress. He, then, 

comes to a conclusion that "The function of stress then 

is to mark the meaning words, the information-bearing 

words in the utterance". Students should also be made 

aware that the same utterance will not have the same 

meaning if different words are stressed (see 2.2.1). 

Here are some examples of sentence stress conveying 

the speaker's intention : 

·' Something went wrong with my car - "The main 

idea is that my car cannot be used at the 

moment and that it must be repaired. 

' - The robbers drove off - They've gone. We cannot 

do anything about it or hurry up, we've got 

to catch them. 

' We'll pick you up at six o'clock in ·the 

morning -At six1 not seven or eight or at any 

time, so mind the time. 
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' - I can 1 t see the difference - Berhaps some-

one_else, not me. 

Brown (1977:48) reports that "native speakers of English 

rely very strongly on the stress pattern of a wora in 

order to identify it". Accordingly, native speakers fail 

to get meaning across when an utterance is delivered with 

incorrectly-stressed syllables in words. Stress is, 

therefore, an important component in ELT that,needs 

particular attention. However, it may be that a more 

satisfactory method of teaching the production of correct 

stress patterns may lie in the prior teaching of the 

identification of stress patterns (Brown, 1977:51) and 

intonation patterns as well. 

5.3.3 Identification of Intonation 

It appears that for Vietnamese EFL students.,manipulating 

correct and natural English intonation in speaking is more 

difficult than recognizing it in listening. Nevertheless, 

to be able to comprehend spoken English effectively to 

corrmmnicate or to be communicated to they- S:ho.u.ld be expo·sed 

to not only common intonation patterns-e~g.rising and 

falling tones but also to expression of different communi

cative functions by means of intonation such as, 11His 

. " English is surprisingly good, isn't it1 (Rising tone, 

asking for information and falling tone, asking for 

agreement). They should also be taught to identify what 

type of intonation in different situations indicates 

the speaker's position or attitude or feeling. For example, 
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"What's your name ? 11 (falling tone) indicates that the 

speaker is in the position of asking someone's name like 

a teacher or a receptionist at a reception desk whereas 

the same utterance with a rising tone may be interpreted 

that the speaker is friendly and just wants to know the 

name for the sake of friendship. In other words, the same 

words or phrases or utterances in English can express 

different feelings depending a great deal on how one 

says them. 

When we hear someone say 11 Any lectures today?" with a 

rise in pitch on '-today' 1 we should be aware that a 

question is being asked even without a full question 

"Are you having any lectures today?". It should be. noted 

that questions without a subject are very commonly used 

in spoken English and they are totally understood owing 

to intonation. Occasionally,EL students overseas fail 

to rcontrol intonation'. 

Consequently, students must be familiar with as many 

intonation patterns in English as necessary so that 

"they would understand when a native speaker is laughing 

~ them and when he is laughing at them, when he is 

being sincere and when he is being facetious" (Brown, 

1977:85). That is to say, students of English not only 

have to learn what/how to say in proper English but also 

have to learn to understand how English is spoken in 

everyday life. 



117 

In short, intonation is a common way of inferring infor

mation and speaker's attitude. To develop a fluency in 

English, students should be trained to pick up intonation 

from a good English model. To improve students'all.ral ·abiiity 

wide exposure to various models dialects1 and accents of 

spoken English is crucially important. Smith (1985:5) 

states that: 

A single model should be chosen for production 
but for listening-comprehension practice, the 
students should be exposed to as many different 
native and nonnative varieties of English as 
conveniently possible. 

5.3.4 Recommended Techniques 

Practice of phonemes, stress and intonation discrimina

tion should be presented in the initial stage of learning 

EFL as students need to be exposed to different pronun

ciation, stress and intonation patterns a number of times 

before they are expected to produce them. 

Techniques to develop these skills are of various types. 

A traditional type is 'minimal pair discrimination prac

tice' which is still favoured. It consists of a wide 

range of different exercises such as 'same/different', 

'listen and choose', 'listen and draw', 1 dictation 1 and 

many more. 

a/ Same/ Different 

'Same or different 1 drills aim to develop the students' 

ability to identify whe ther the two sounds or two 
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intonation patterns heard are the same or different. It 

is assumed that being able to tell one sound or one 

pattern of intonation from another is an aid to improving 

comprehension of a message, 

Examp le 1 Listen and write S (or say 'the same•) if 
tne following pairs of sentences are the 
same, D/different if different. 

1. I asked him for a ship , 
sheep 

2. The pin is in my pocket. 
pen 

3. John was said to be going. 
sad 

4. John picked up his cap. 
cup 

(Script in Teacher's Guide by Hole, 1983: 
127-128) 

Examp le 2 :Listen to the following pairs and write S 
(or say S) for the pairs having the same 
intonation, D for different. 

1. Sorry 

Sorry 

2. She's on the phone ? 

She's on the phone. 

3. Are you with me? 

Are you with me ? 

4. When did you arrive ? 

When did you arrive ? 

(Script in Teacher's Guide) 

After the students have done the exercises, it is suggested 

that they should be asked to produce the sounds or the 

intonations themselves either individually or collectively. 
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b/ Listen and Choose 

1 Listen and choose' suggested by Nation (1985:20) is 

similar to 1 same or different'. In this kind of practice, 

Nation suggests that the students listen to a description 

and at the same time choose the picture which is described 

from a set of similar but slightly different pictures. To 

practise this, the teacher is to prepare sets of cut-out 

pictures or a worksheet which consists of pictures and 

then have it photo-copied. 

c/ Listen and Draw 

Like 'same or different 1
, 'listen and draw' aims at 

developing skills of recognition of sounds. Unlike 'same 

or different 1 , students are _.expected to d(;)m,onstrate ··· their 

comprehension by drawing pictures. It may be a bit hard 

for some students to draw but there will be a lot of fun; 

and students often enjoy informal exercises like this 

one. Anyhow, it is audio comprehension competence that is 

measured, not artistic talent. 

Example Take out a sheet of paper and we are going to 
do some drawing. No worries about whether you 
can draw or not. I'm going to look for 
comprehension ability, not artistic competence. 
Now draw a big river in the middle of your 
paper (give students time to finish); draw a 
ship on the left side of the river . • Now draw 
a small sheep on the ship. There is a tall 
man next to the sheep, draw a picture of him. 
The man's wearing a cap, a strange one; draw 
it. He's holding a cat in his hands. Now draw 
two birds in the sky •... 



This exercise can also assist students' ability to 

recognize English prepositions (e.g.in, on, in the 

middle of, next to, etc.). 

d/ Dictation 
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Dictation involves the ability both to comprehend a 

sequence of utterances/sentences read aloud and produce 

them in the written form (Byrne, 1981:18) In order to 

understand fully what has to be written down, at least 

four recognition problem areas must be overcome, such as: 

1. Recognition of distinctive sounds, 
2. Identification of homophones. 
3. Identification of words, phrases,and sentences 
4. Identification of intonation patterns. 

(From "Comprehension Exercises 11 in The Langua~ 
Laboratory and Language Learning, by Dakin, 
1982:111) 

In Morris's view (1983:121), dictation can be considered 

11 both as a testing device,and, more importantly, as a 

learning activity through 'Whicn students are encouraged 

to develop accuracy in both listening and writing". 

Though writing a dictation is not a common activity in 

everyday life (except for secretaries), there is t ime 

one has to use this skill (e.g.taking a message from a 

telephone conversation). Therefore, it is practical that 

dictation writing should be practised from time to time 

in the classroom. Also, dictating a number of minimal 

pairs for students to write may focus attention on 

specific problems of pronunciation and intonation. 
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Briefly speaking, dictation practice helps students to 

develop recognition and comprehension skills and then 

writing skills. 

One way of carrying out this skill is that the teaoher 

may read the pairs aloud or have them recorded on cassette. 

Each pair is read twice. 

Example 

1. a/Did he cut the grass? 
b/Did he cut the glass? 

2. a/Is he a good reader, 
b/Is he a good leader? 

3. a/Would you collect it, please? 
b/Would you correct it, please? 

4. a/Is it very long? 
b/Is it very wrong? 

(From Minimal Sentences by Utley, 1975: 20) 

e/ Underlining Stressed Words 

In this exercise, each student is provided with a 

written passage and is expected to underline the words 

which carry the main stress within the sense groups as 

the passage is being read aloud. The passage can be 

read aloud by the teacher or taped on cassette. Students 

may find it more relaxing listening to the tape and 

following the written passage at the same time. While 

listening to and reading the written passage, it is 

suggested that the volume of the cassete recorder should 

be turned down a bit. The purpose of this practice 
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is also to .encourage students to ask questions such as 

11 Why is the word 1 
••• ' stressed,", or 11Why did the 

speaker stress that word," and so on. Also, to follow 

up, the teacher should encourage the students to answer 

these questions in order to comprehend the speaker's 

intention fully. A number of other skills can be carried 

out with this type of exercise such a s "Find the word 

1 
••• 

1 in line .•. which means 1 
••• ' " "Which word in 

the first paragraph tells us that the speaker is ? II . ---
etc •• In other words, it can be viewed as a kind of 

' reading together 1 
• 

Example Listen to the following passage. Underline 

the words which carry the main stress and 

put'//' after each sense group (chunk). 

He wandered slowly back to his village, // 

hoping that his mother would not puni~h him// 

for what he had done. 

(From "Focus on Listening" in Teaching English 
Through English by Willis, 1981:139) 

5.4 Identification of Relevant Information 

Identifying relevant information is another skill which 

may assist the auditory process. It is a necessary skill 

for all listeners and, in specific, for listeners who 

are interpreters. In the process of listening, the 

interpreter cannot comprehend every word or every detail 

s/he hears .Instead, s/he concentrates on chunks of 
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utterances in order to obtain the core, then,the major 

point of the message. Ifs/he merely focuses on indi

vidual words, s/he may fail to grasp the gist of an 

utterance. Actually, it may be easier to comprehend the 

main point of an utterance rather than each individual 

word. Thus, like in reading comprehension, students need 

to be· trained to pay particular attention to the stressed 

(key) words within each chunk which carry the speaker's 

main id~a. They should not concentrate on every detail 

of the message. Chastain (1976:291} suggests that the 

teachers 

should point out to them that comprehension of 
each single element is not necessary, desirable, 
or even possible.Psychologists find that infor
mation is processed in chunks. The students 1 

listening-skills will be much greater if they 
concentrate on absorbing chunks of information 
rather than bits and pieces. 

It is assumed that total comprehension of a message and/ 

or enjoyment in listening will not be achieved unless 

relevant/important points of the message are inferred. 

Apart from word stress in chunks of an utterance, speech 

features such as redundancy may be of help in inferring 

relevant information. It should be noted that in real 

life conversational exchanges, there are a lot of 

redundancies and mc1.ny. other spoken "features which are 

absent from spoken prose and which are likely to be 

a barrier to comprehend" (Dickinson, 1970:34). However, 

these redundancies are sometimes excluded in some well-
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-
prepared taped materials. Students1 therefore, should be 

prepared to cope with these spoken features of English • 

Smith (1982:17) claims that redundancy exists whenever 

there is some information available from more than one 

source. Birdwhistell (1970:107) reports that: 

••• apparent redundancy is often an agent 
which serves ... to tie together stretches of 
discourse ••• behaviour which appears merely 
repetitive at one level of analysis ... always 
seems to be of special social and cultural 
significance at other levels. 

Redundancy markers can be verbal fillers {e.g 'you know'~ 

'' sort of' etc.) or cohesive markers such as '· in other 

words':, 'that I s to say' , 1 by that I mean'', and so on. 

It is presumed that a good listener is one who takes 

advantage of redundancy markers to recognize relevant 

and important ideas being transmitted to him/her. For 

example, an experienced listener after hearing ·1 in other 

words'' may expect that the ,same information is going 

to be repeated. After "'that I s to say ', the important 

point of the same idea is going to be restated or 

rephrased."E.y that I mean'i 'what I is'', "that I s to 

say•, 1 fi'rs·t of all' , ·'next' ,etc are· markers which are 

used to emphasize important information. 

In short, students can make use of sentence stress and 

redundancy to assist their comprehension of important 

information. Also, practice such as 'multiple-choice• 
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1 true-false 1 
, 'listening to;·,chunks and underlining 

stressed words' (see 5.3.4.e,) 'listen and identify topics' 

'irrelevant sentence identification' is always beneficial. 

Here are some examples :, .: 

.a/ Multip le-Choice 

The traditional multiple- choice exercises are still 

common in teaching andtesting both listening and reading 

comprehension. The main objectives of this type of 

drilling is to see whether the passage/lecture/speech 

and so on is fully understood or not. While listening 

to the tape, students are asked to choose one answer from 

various (normally four) distractors. This type of exercise 

is easy to mark and is perhaps superficial and perhaps 

suitable for beginners. The cloze is better. However, 

multiple choice may be used in the . classroom for the sake 

of variety. It is suggested that the tape should be played 

three times. The first time is for gener.al comprehension; 

the second and the third are f o r choosing the answers. 

Example: Listening passage 

Koalas spend most of their time in trees. They 

sleep there during the day, but move about at 

night to look for food. Koalas are friendly and 

gentle. They have thick, soft fur which make.s 

them nice to touch. 

Listen and circle the b e st answer. 
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i. Koalas spena •.• 

a/ all of their 

time in trees. 

b/ little of their 

b/ T1:ue-False 

c/ nearly all their 

d/ some 

True-false exercises are also commonly usea in listening 

and reading teaching and testing. students are trained 

to comprehend what is actually said in a passage or a 

dialogue. It is suggested that all important points of 

the passage or dialogue heard shoula be covered. The 

procedure ,for doing this practice is .. , similar to multiple

choice exercises. That is to say, the passage should be 

played or read through first th~n next playings are for 

completing the exercises. 

Example: Listening passage(See the passage in 'multiple 

choice) 

Listen and mark 'Tj, for true and 'F' for false 

(not true) for the statements below: 

1 • Koalas spend nearly all their time in trees. 

2. Koalas 'sleep during the night. 

3. Koalas stay in trees looking for food. 

4. Koalas are nice to. be near. 

To check total aural comprehension, oral questions 

should be asked after the students have completed the 

exercise. An oral or written summary of the passage may 

also be required. 

c/ Topic-Identification 
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In this type of exercise, the teacher often pre-records 

different people talking about various topics. The 

students, then, are asked to describei what the people 

are talking about. 

Example Listen to these people then say(or write 

down) what you think they are talking about. 

1. I hate Mondays, you know and it's Monday 

tomorrow. 

- Nobody does, 

2. How's yoµr test 7 

- Alright. I went well in the test but I 

couldn't get through one question and 

you know, it's not very difficult. Oh, 

I I ve got another test coming next Monday! 

(Script in Teacher's Guide) 

After each item, it is suggested that the teacher pauses 

on tape so students may respond or have time to jot down 

the answer. Also, questions such as "What words in the 

passage make you think so"?" should be asked to make sure 

that the students comprehena the passage fully. To follow 

up, the students are encouraged to present the characters 

in the message (role-play), thus increasing oral production. 

d/ Irrelevant-Sentence Identification 

Another way to distinguish relevant information and 

reject irrelevant information is suggested by Phillips 

(1983:2). The teacher reads aloud a paragraph or has it 

recorded. There is one sentence that does not belong 
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in the paragraph. Students, then, are expected to identify 

that sentence and explain why it does not belong. This 

formulation makes students review the whole passage in 

the second and subsequent readings or playings in order 

to reject information by using logical inspection. 

We have explored some of the various types of drills 

which may assist the development of the recognition skills. 

Nevertheless, FL students may not be viewed as competent 

in FL learning simply because s/he is able to distinguish 

one sound from another or because of her/his mastery of 

various target language structures (Heaton,1979:6). An 

efficient FL learner requires the ability to recognize 

and produce a sound or a structure effectively in English, 

but more importantly, to comprehend what the speaker is 

saying. 

5.5 Interpretation of Speaker's Intention 

Herriot (1970:21) reports that 

In a skilled task like tracking, the performance 
is judged by its success or failure in responding 
to the stimulus situation. In language behaviour, 
language output need not be correlated with 
stimulus condition to the same degree. Language 
may concern future or absent events. The const
raints are in terms of the speaker's intentions 
or the general verbal and social context rather 
than the specific features of the external situ
ation ( except in the case of reference). 

To comprehend the speaker's meaning depends a great deal 

on oral vocabulary, shared knowledge of subject matter 



129 

(see 3.7.1.c) identification of spoken markers (see 5. 

2.2), discrimination of stress and intonation patterns 

(see 5.3.2 and 5.3.3). Other clues such as utterance 

function and coherence, which are so vital to actual 

aural comprehension ability to infer speakers' intentions 

must be mastered by students. 

5.5.1 Utterance Function 

Utterance function can be seen in communication acts in 

everyday situations such as requesting, suggesting, 

offering, and the like. For example, after "May I sit 

here?" or "Can I smoke here? 11 we are aware that the 

speaker is asking for permission. Also, in colloquial 

English, ''1may 1
•" and ' ,· , can' signal permission requested 

or given by the speaker (Leech, 1974:67-70) • E~g: 

- You may/can leave now. 

(You are allowed to leave now) 

- You may/can park your car in the college 

car park. 

(You have the right to do so) 

Usually, ·'may', ·'can' and -imust' (obligation or compulsion 

imposed by speakers) indicate that the speaker is the 

one who is in authority (Leech, 1974:72) . 

When someone says "You ought tb leave now" s/he may mean 

that "You should leave or you'll miss the:bus (a 

suggestion) or "You should leave now as I've got a lot 

of work to do" (an obli gation). 
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The verb1•will' in 11 I will phone you when I arrive" 

indicates the speaker's intention or promise. Also, the 

speaker's intention can be illustrated by "to be going 

to". For example, "I'm going to punish them" implies 

that the speaker has confidence in her/his power to put 

the threat into effect (Leech, 1974:55). 

5.2.2 Coherence 

Sometimes, the speaker 1 s intention is interpreted even 

without the function of an utterance or a spoken marker 

For instance, 11 It 1 s hot in here" in a situation where 

the room is stuffy, the window of the room is closed 

and the heater is on may be understood as a request. 

The speaker may be in the middle of doing something and 

s/he would appreciate if someone in the room opened the 

window/door or turned the heater off. Another example, 

when a husband comes home from work, he says to his wife 

(who is a housewife) "Darling, I'm home. I 1 m starving"; 

the wife will immediately understand that that is the 

signal of "Is tea ready yet?" or "Will supper be ready 

soon?" or "Please serve me dinner". However, the same 

utterance uttered in other contexts (e.g¥teacher speaking 

to students in the classroom) does not necessarily mean 

the same thing. In brief, it is important that students 

of English have to learn how to express themselves, and 

equally important that they have to learn to understand 

other people expressing their feelings, attitudes, 
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desir.es and the like. In other words, students are to 

learn to understand the speaker's meaning. 

To understjl'\d the speaker's meaning, students should also 

be made to be aware that "Speaker meaning can include 

both courtesy and hostility, praise and insult, endearment 

and taunt" (Hurford and Heasley, 1984:5). Thus, students 

should be instructed to be aware of coherence, not just 

cohesion in speech. As a -matter of fact, many of the 

speaker's utterances have both grammatical and logical, 

or cohesive and coherent functions. 

In reality, it is common that people often communicate in 

cohesive discourse. For example: 

Interviewer : How long have you been learning 

English ? 

Interviewee: Five years 

Interviewer: Where did you study English? 

Interviewee: In Vietnam 

Interviewer: What textbook did you use? 

Interviewee: Streamline English. 

However, people still comprehend perfectly without cohesion 

as in the following strained exchange between a couple: 

Husband: "When I go away- next week, I 1 m 
taking the car" 

Wife : "Oh.Are you, I need the . car here to 
to take the kids to school 11 

Husband: 11 I 1 m sorry, but I must have it. You 1 ll 
have to send them on the bus 11 

Wife "That'll be nice for the family. Up 
at the crack of dawn, (ironically) 
and not home t ill mid-evening! Some
times you're very considerate" 

Husband : · "Nice day" 

(Hurford and Heasley , 1984:5) 
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When hearing his wife say 11 That 1 ll be nice for the 

family" the husband understands that she is being 

sarcastic and furious. Nobody in such a circumstance 

would believe that she was expressing the belief that her 

1)..µ~~$).'a'·'.S-- - . absence with the car would be nice for the 

family. He,then,says "Nice day" which is often used 

as a remark about the weather to open a conversation. 

In this situation he is not talking about the weather 

when he says "Nice day" but he means an end to the con

versation. Here are two more examples of people commu

nicating without cohesion: 

1. I presume that the programme pays you well 

- I'm not complaining. 

2. The kettle's boiling. 

- I'm looking for my watch. 

That's O.K. 

The examples above indicate that the listener's logical 

inference of the speaker's meaning is based on the context 

itself. Nuttall(1983:16) says that such conversational 

exchanges constantly occur and.are readily understood 

in the context of the situation in which they are 

uttered; and that 

We can think of coherence as a qua'li ty of the 
underlying thoughts and the way they are organized 
into a message. The way the message is expressed 
will reflect the coherence by means of the ling
uistic devices of cohesion 
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5.5.3 Proposed Techniques 

Some of the skills identified in the previous sections 

may be useful.In-- adgitior,ik_the exercises below may be of 

help. 

a/ Identifying Speaker 1 s Intention 

Example: Listen to the following people talking and 

choose the best words from the list of words 

below to match their intentions: 

suggesting 

apologizing 

requesting 

disagreeing 

offering 

advising 

agreeing 

promising 

inviting 

1. I'll let you know if anything happens. 

2. I 1 m sorry. I'm late. 

3. I wouldn't go there if I were you. 
: 

4. Can I have my books back, please"? 

5. Would you like a cup of tea or coffee or 

what'? 

6. We're going for a bike trip next weekend, 

would you like to join us1 

The purpose of this exercise is to develop students• 

recognition skills of speakers' intentions or language 

functions. After each question, the teacher should pause 

on ·tape to give tirn_e for the students to respond. 

Questions such as ''what-' s ·s/he d'o:i;ng? ", 11Who do you think 

the speaker is?;', 11Which words in the utterance affect 

the main idea?" . and so on should be asked for follow-up 

discussion. Also, students should be encouraged to give 

responses to these utterances. In doing so, the students• 
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responsive ability is aeveloped. 

b/ Inferring Speaker's Mood 

Example You are going to hear various people on the 

tape. Listen carefully to what each person 

says, then choose a word from the list below 

to describe how this person feels 

shy 
disappointed 
angry 

excited 
lazy 
upset 

frightened 
curious 
jealous 

1. I told him not to touch it, but he couldn't 
resist it. As soon as my back was turned, he 
picked it up. Ana look at it now! It's in 
pieces all over the floor. 

2. I don't think it's fair. He's always allowed 
to go wherever he likes and do whatever he 
wants to. 

3. Oh, I don 1 t know. I really don't feel like 
doing anything. I'd rather just sit around 
and watch T.V. 

4. It's fantastic. We 1 re finally going on our 
overseas holiaay. I can't wait. 

(Script in Teacher's Guide 
From Transit Green Listening Activities,Pll) 

This exercise aims to develop students' ability to iden

tify different feelings of different people. Such 

experiences may also assist comprehension of different 

passages in a story/play or conversation. To present 

this exercise, the teacher should play one item at a time 

and ask students to identify how the speaker feels. If 

they cannot give the answer or do not agree, play the 

tape again. To follow up, the students are expected to 

suggest responses imagining they were the listeners 
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in similar situations. In doing so, they are taken away 

from what is actually said in the message and require 

students to form responses appropriate to the speakers' 

feelings. 

To listen effectively, nevertheless, is not just a matter 

of recognition or discrimination and,then, passive absorp

tion. The listener, in fact, often does a great deal of 

active responding as much as praising, criticizing or 

supporting . Also, s/he has to take notes as in purposive 

listening (e.g.lectures, speeches, tutorials). In order 

to take notes or interpret, listeners are to remember 

and retain the perceived message. Perhaps, it may be 

worth discussing this ability. 

5.6 Retention of Important Information 

Being able to retain important or relevant information 

received in a discourse, the listener has to have a 

good memory and/or skills of storing the information in 

the mind or in written notes. However, Morley (1972:ix) 

reports that: 

Many students feel that aural comprehension is 
hard for them. Although they can understand a 
sentence when they hear it, they cannot remember 
it a few seconds later. The difficulty experienced 
by many students in .aural comprehension work 
app,.ears to be caused by a fear of forgetting. The 
problem becomes more serious as the length of 
the mat~rial 'i.ncreases. 
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Auditory memory is, therefore, an important aspect in 

retaining information. It is of particular importance 

for interpreters as they riot only listen for comprehension 

but also store and recall received information in their 

memory so that they can reconvey it to listeners for 

whom they are interpreting. In doing so, interpreters 

are to develop the ability to concentrate on what is 

being delivered. Psychologists specializing in memory 

point out that 1 concentration 1 and 'the degree of 

urgency' for remembering are two crucial factors which 

are essential for good memory (Morley, 1972:ix). 

As a. :matter of fact, however, not all students have a 

good memory. They have to be trained to develop more 

effective memery. One way to do this is by giving them 

as much practice as possible in 'note-taking', 'dictation', 

'immediate writing of factual data' (e.g.numbers, times, 

dates, measurements, places etc.), 1 listen and respond', 

'listen and tell', 'listen and summarize', 'recall work', 

and other relevant exp,ariences. 

a/ Note-taking 

Note-taking is an important skill for every ESL/EFL 

student, in specific, for those who study overseas. It 

involves comprehension of the spoken word and then leads 

to I written co-ordinated response''. Note-taking is there

fore especially concerned with the problem of identifying 

logical relationships between topics and of discerning 
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the logical structure of a whole I text t. because it de

mands the replaeements of the original words or structures 

of the text by symbols or paraphrases of the listener 1 s 

own choice (Dakin, 1982: 105). Note~ta.king, __ a:cC9rding to 

Otto (1979:319-321), is a combination of aural practice 

with study skills development.as well as topic coverage 

and in which the skills of four following types in order 

of difficulty in mental process can be developed: 

1. The 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. 

In note-taking practice, students should be given time 

to listen to the whole passage/lecture/speech etc. first 

for comprehension or major ideas. They, then, are expected 

to take notes of the important detail.It would be easier 

for students if they were instr~cted how to organize 

their notes first. To follow up, students should be 

encouraged to work in groups, and exchange their notes 

for total comprehension either in the classroom or in 

their own time (as homework). In doing so, they are 

encouraged to practise oral skills among themsexves 

b/ Recall-Work 

Recall-work .is somewhat similar to 'completion items• 

suggested early in this chapter {5.2.5) However, it is 

often done in follow-up activities at the end of a lesson. 
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The purpose of recall-work is for revision and consoli

dation. It requires memorization and active recall of 

key words of the passage the students have just heard. The 

students are, therefore, to complete the exercise without 

listening to the tape again. 

c/ Oral activity 

Oral activities such as 'listen and respond', 'listen 

and retell' and 'listen and summarize' after listening 

will give students an opportunity to use English naturally 

in its spoken form and in their own terms. Also, compre

hension is checked through their oral production.In short, 

a wide range of oral work is necessary for students, 

particularly for those who experience oral difficulties. 

By this way,they can improve both aural and oral skills. 

It is proposed that oral activities as such should centre 

on topics that interest students and/or the specific 

purpose language they are studying. 

5.7 Conclusion 

To be effective and competent listeners, students of 

English should be exposed to a variety of strategies 

to improve listening. The more they recognize the 

importance of different aural skills, the better the 

listening skills are developed. 

Nevertheless, the amount of time-on~task available for 

any teacher is always limited. Therefore, priorities 
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must be set. The most significant must be attended first. 

Also, if time is limited the most appropriate and the 

most effective teaching/learning strategies must be 

impletriented. 

Teaching techniques and teaching strategies should move 

from t;.he $1Il.lple .to the complex and should be a variety 

of types rather than repetitive single type. In other 

words, the teacher 1 s teaching-to-listen methods should 

vary significantly according to the students• needs. 

By preparing such a wide variety1 the teacher is 

challenging the students as well as avoiding boredom 

which comes from continuous repetition. In doing so, the 

students are assisted to develop skills and interest in 

listening so that they come and regard listening as a 

crucial, useful, enjoyable and integral part of their 

lives. 

All in all, whatever teaching strategy is used in listen

ing or reading1 comprehension must be central, for without 

comprehension, listening and reading become merely the 

mechanical uttering of meaningless sounds (Bird and Falk, 

1977: 11) • 

The teaching techniques described in this chapter and 

the teaching approach, Functional/Notional 1 identified 

in Chapter 4 will provide a framework for a p~ojected 

syllabus in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 6 

LISTENING SYLLABUS AN INTRODUCTION 

6.1 Introduction 

A major problem in teaching and learning the comprehen

sion of spoken English in foreign language tertiary 

institutions in Vietnam identified in Chapter 1 and 

Chapter 2 is suitable and relevant materials. There are 

a number of commercial textbooks for listening compre

hension in Vietnam at the present. However, many of them 

are not designed for specific needs of specific students. 

They do not appear to parallel the progression of any 

course for a particular level of students. Some of them 

are heavily European in flavour. 

It is for this reason that this writer wishes to discuss 

some of the considerations for a projected syllabus for 

students as potential (year 3, term 1} interpreters at 

the HNFLC (Hanoi Foreign Languages College}• 

6.2 External Considerations 

Before having a close look at what this aura.l syllabus 

might be, it is important that some external factors 

should be taken into consideration. The external consi

derations are administration guidelines, theoretical 

assumptions and students' needs. According to Allen 

and Spada (1983:132), these external factors are nego

tiated and transformed into programme objectives and 
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classroom activities. This is illustrated in the follow

ing diagram: 

Diagram 2 External Factors are Negotiated and 
Transformed into Programme Objectives 
and Classroom Activities 

External 
considerations Program 

Administration Classroom guidelines Syllabus ~ activities 
Theoretical Student assumptions performance 
Student needs 

(After Allen and Spada(1983) 

6.2.1 Administration Guidelines 

Administration guidelines are one of the first items that 

syllabus designers should inspect when writing a syllabus 

as the guidelines include educational aims and objectives 

for the course. In the five-year-course for interpreters 

at the HNFLC, the administration guidelines include the 

aims and objectives of the course (see Chapter 2 (2.5.1 

and 2.5.2)). However,these objectives are merely general. 

They are the overall aims of the programme throughout 

the five-year course. To assist syllabus developers, 

more specific objectives will be discussed later in this 

chapter. 

6.2.2 Theoretical Assumptions 

It is possible to say that any syllabus, without exception 
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is influenced by certain theoretical assumptions about 

language learning and teaching. That is to say, any 

syllabus usually bases itself on a certain-. teachil)g 

approach such as Structural or Communicative. The choice 

of an approach depends much on the needs of specific 

types of students for whom the syllabus is intended. In 

this instance the Functional-Notional Approach was 

selected. 

To write a syllabus for the five-year course at the 

HNFLC,apart from theoretical considerations discussed in 

this chapter, the two sets of assumptions listed below 

by Allen and Spada (1983:134) should be considered 

carefully. According to Allen and Spada, the first set of 

assumptions which is reflected in the work of Krashen, 

Macnamara, Richards, Selinker and others is based on 

contemporary theories of second language acquisition 

viewing the SL learning process as being similar to first 

language acquisition. These assumptions are: 

1. the learner requires a great deal of rich 
highly contextualized linguistic input in 
order to develop hypo~heses about the 
underlying structure of language. 

2. the learner needs to be provided with the 
opportunity to test his hyphotheses about 
the language system by using language in 
spontaneous and sustained ways. 

3. ey,:r0a:;i3:• ~eif~·~,gru.r¢Iea . as acceptable and 
necessary stages of natural developmental 
ways. 

4. learners require linguistic input which is 
authentic but not beyond their comprehension , 
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5. learners possess comprehension skills which 
far exceed their production and that different 
demands be placed on the learner in these 
areas. 

The second set of assumptions based on the theories of 

the Communicative Approach to language teaching is reflected 

in the work of Hymes, Munby, Brumfit, Widdowson, Wilkins, 

Candlin, Breen and others. The assumptions are: 

1. Language teaching should focus on the functions 
expressed in a language, not only the forms. 

2. Learners need to develop communicative compe
tence - a knowledge of the rules of grammar 
as well as a knowledge of the sociolinguistic 
rules of language use. 

3. Language should be analysized in context, not 
in isolation. 

4. Language requires proficiency in the use of 
critical and analytical skills as well as 
linguistic skills. 

5. Language teaching should emphasize the inte -
gration as opposed to the separation of 
traditiorial skill .areas since authentic 
language use often involves the use of more 
than one skill. 

6. A language program should provide students 
with sufficient opportunities to use language 
in communicative interaction. 

7. The language teaching classroom should be 
student~centred where the teacher is seen 
as a resource person and facilitator. 

8. Language teaching should emphasise the 
development of strategies for the negotiation, 
expression and interpretation of meaning 
through the use of content relevant to the 
students' needs. 

6.2.3 Students' Needs 

Identifying the students' needs is also very important in 

the development of a syllabus. "These needs can be 

0 
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interpreted functionally - according to what the students 

will have to use English for 'on-the-job 1 "(Allan and 

Spada, 1983:135). In our case1 the students need English 

in order to cope with both formal and informal communication 

in formal and informal functtons. To meet their needs1 

teaching strategies and materials shouia focus on language 

functions in various registers of different English 

variants. For interpreters, the knowledge of language 

functions will enable them to function effectively in 

appropriate situations when necessary. A good knowledge 

of language functions will also assist the students to 

be able to recognize,for instance, when the speaker is 

being polite; whens/he is friendly and when not so 

friendly in a conversational exchange. In other words, 

interpreter students need to be familiar with different 

registers of language according to who is talking to 

whom and about what in both formal and informal contexts. 

In short, they need to be exposed to meaningful English

speaking environments of various English models and 

conventions so that"they come to understand what 

language does, how it sounds, how it looks, how it works 

how it is used for specific purposes and intentions" 

(Primary Program Notes: Term Two, 1985:12)* 

It is for this reason that a Functional-Notional syllabus 

*Primary Program Notes: Term Two, 1985 is a 
programme book of Television Australian 
Broadcasting. 
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should be carefully planned for the five-year course 

for interpreter students. 

6.3 Develop ing an Intensive Aural Sy llabus-

Intensive listening (listening for information) is one 

of the most important types of listening comprehension 

as students spend most of the time listening to lecturers, 

tutorials, seminars, discussions or conversations in 

the classroom. Interpreters usually have to listen to 

spoken messages intensively in order to infer messages 

to listeners. This writer, therefore, wishes to focus on 

designing a syllabus for intensive listening teaching. 

To write a syllabus for ESL/EFL in general and for aural 

comprehension, in specific, the four basic considerations 

in an integrative process illustrated by the model below 

(Phillip Hughes, 1973:6) should, first of all be taken 

into account. 

Learning 

Experiences 

Aims and Objectives 

Evaluation 

(Hughes,1973 ) 



146 

6.3.1 Specification of Course Aims and Ob j ectives 

The general aims and objectives of the five-year course 

at the HNFLC are stated in Chapter 2 (2.5.1 and 2.5.2) 

However, specifying more specific aims and objectives* 

of each level will assist syllabus developers.This 

chapter will focus on the first three basic years, 

particularly the third year of the five-year course. 

The aims and objectives of the first three years at the 

HNFLC are shown in the three tables on pages 147, 148 

and 149. 

* Many of these objectives are micro listening 
skills listed by Richards, (1983:228-239). 



Table 4 Statement of Aims and Objectives 

for Year One 

Aims: 

147 

1. To improve the students• ability to recognize 

various English dialects such as British, American 

Australian and so on, and 

2. To understand short, simplified and simulated

authentic conversations between native English 

speakers speaking at normal speed in informal 

situations. 

Ob j ectives: By the end of the year, it is expected 

the students will be able to: 

1. discriminate between/an10ng English phonemes, 

2. recognize stress patterns of words and sentences, 

3. distinguish various intonation patterns, 

4. identify words in stressed and unstressed position 

5. recognize weak and strong forms of words, 

6. distinguish short forms of words, 

7. recognize constracted forms of words, 

8. identify meaningful groups of words in a message, 

9. discriminate typical English word order patterns, 

10. detect grammat~cal word classes (part of speech), 

11. identify key words related to topics/subjects, 

12. identify key words in an utterance, 

13. recognize elliptical forms of spoken English, 

14. listen, repeat and write utterances from a 

spoken message, 

15. effectively respond to easy and various questions, 

requests and command in English and 

16. comprehend oral instructions: carrying out actions. 



Table 5 Statement of Aims and Objectives 

for Year Two 

Aims : 

148 

1. To comprehend both authentic-like and authentic 

conversation between/among native speakers and 

non-native speakers of English speaking at normal 

speed in formal and informal contexts, and 

2. To make use of various listening skills assisting 

comprehension. 

Objectives: 

Apart from the objectives listed in Year One, the 

students will be expected to be able to: 

t. identify the tone of voice indicating speakers 1 

intentions 

2. recognize verbal fillers, 

3. distinguish common discourse mar.kers, 

4. detect utterance functions, 

5. guess meanings of unknowri words from'known words, 

6. predict meanings of words from the context, 

7. predict upcoming information from cultural cues, 

8. distinguish major and minor contituents, 

9. infer links and connections between events, 

10. identify discourse markers indicating speaker 1 s 

viewpoint, 
11. detect and reconstruct topics and cohesive 

structure from ongoing discourse involving two or 

more speakers, 

13. comprehend more colloquial English, and 

14. identify and respond to relevant and irrelevant 

questions from the context. 



Aims 

Table 6 Statement of Aims and Objectives 

for Year Three 

149 

1. To listen with comprehension to various 

authentic conversations and speeches of 

different registers, colloquialisms at various 

tempo in both formal and infonnal circumstances, 

and 

2. To acquire various aural skills which aid decod

ing spoken messages. 

Objectives: 

Besides the various skills identified for Year 

one and Year Two, then students will be expected 

to be able to: 

1. identify meanings expressed in different 

grammatical forms, 

2. recognize language functions of interlocutors, 

3. use general knowledge and experience to work out 

purposes,settings, relationships of speakers, 

4. reconstruct communicative functions of utterances, 

5. play roles of different characters in the recorded 

conversation, 

6. deduce cause and effect from events, 

7. distinguish between literal and implied meanings, 

8. identify coherent messages from ongoing discourse, 

9. make use of grammatical markers to detect main 

and supporting ideas, given information, genera

lization, etc. 

10. process speech at different rates, 

11. process speech containing pauses, errors and so on, 

12. adjust listening strategies to different listeners, 

13. signal comprehension or lack of it, verbally and 

non-verbally I and 

14. listen critically. 
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6.3.2 Course Content 

Organizing a syllabus, apart from awareness of the 

importance of the listeners I needs• · syllabus designers 

must take into consideration the importance of course 

content. Some of the criteria listed below from the 

literature may assist in choosing course content. 

1. The content of teaching-to-listening materials should 

be sequenced from easy to difficult, simple to complex 1 

concrete to abstract.The sequencing of materials "needs 

to be sufficient for learners to understand what they 

are listening to, it need not be like the strict control 

II 

used in graded readers and coursebooks'' (Nation, 1985:21) • 

2. The more specific the subject material , the better. 

3. Listening materials should be meaningful for communication. 

4. Language functions (e.g. apologizing, inviting, 

agreeing, etc.) valid for communication needs should be 

adequately covered in functional dialogues recorded from 

various English models. 

5. The course content should be culturally adequate and 

appropriate. 

6. The comprehension should provide short and varied 

articles and exploit students I exist,ing_ or recently 

achieved knowledge Lynch, 1983: 58) . 

7. Listening texts should be illustrated so that cues 

from illustrations may assist students to predict the 

meaning of new words in the context. 
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8. Aural skills designed in the programme should focus 

on comprehension competence rather than linguistic capacity; 

responsive ability rather than repetitive. 

9. Listening skills should be integrated with other 

linguistic skills such as reading, writing. 

10. Various types of practice should be included to train 

not to test auditory comprehension(Maley and Moulding, 

1983:10), involving participation of the whole- elass-~ 

11. Exercises for recognition skills should be presented 

first, then selection skills (Rivers, 1968:"142: 143) . 

11. At least some ( if not all} of the features of spoken 

English (listed by Holden, 1982:4)should be included in 

the comprehension programme. They are: 

1. Non-standard intonation patterns 
2. Variation in tempo 
3. The use of pause 

4. Stammers and errors in articulation 
5. Incomplete sentences 
6. Repetition 1 , 

7. 1 Silence fillers I such as "we_ll, J£U_ k_nqw, 
l l l I l J ~art.of, mm, er 

8. ~file~ce·s ·whicn are filled by gri.maces and 
gestures 

9. Gestures which amplify the meaning of words 

13. The listening programme of taped materials should 

cover at least some of the types of passages below 

(listed by Ellis and TomJinson(1980:248-249} : 

a/ spoken instructions; 
b/ written instructions read aloud; 
c/ place directions (e.g.how to get to the 

station); 
d/ formal dialogue situations (e.g. interviews, 

court ~cases etc.); 
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e/ informal dialogue situations (e.g.conversa-
tions, arguments, etc.) 

f/ formal speeches; 
g/ informal addresses; 
h/ oral stories; 
i/ written stories; 
j/ scenes =from plays; 
k/ dialogues from films; 
1/ commentaries; 
m/ lectures; 
n/ announcements; etc. 

14. Listening materials should be authentic and authentic

like or simulated-authentic or realistic. The significant 

value of authentic or real materials is that they enable 

students to be exposed to the non-classroom language 

they would hear in real English speaking environments. 

Thus,authentic materials may bridge the gap between the 

classroom and the world outside. The closer students come 

to normal language use, the greater their enthusiasm 

(Porter and Roberts, 1981:39). On the other hand, simu

lated authentic materials are already modified or simpli

fied to meet EFL students in classroom situations. 

Using real materials may occasionally be discouraging 

or frustrating if they are too difficult for students. 

It is true that authentic texts may be difficult for 

Vietnamese EFL students but easy exercises should be 

designed to simplify the task in aural comprehension. 

6.3.3 Learning Experience 

Learning experiences should include teaching activities 

and techniques as well as the content of the course 

in order to reach the required objectives. To widen 
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experiences in learning English, students, .therefore, 

should be familiar with various teaching techniques 

and the programme content as it is presented in mean

ingful listening experiences. It is assumed that listen

ing experiences may extend students• knowledge of the use 

of the English language and prepare them for other 

language skill experiences, particularly speaking and 

interpreting. Nord (1980:17) says that: 

Some people now believe that learning a 
language is not just learning to talk, but 
rather that learning a language is building 
a map of meaning in the mind. These people 
believe that talking may indicate that the 
language was learned, but they do not believe 
that practice in talking is the best way to 
build up this "cognitive" map in the mind. 
To do this, they feel, the best way is to 
practice meaningful listening. 

Briefly speaking, the more meaningful the aural practice 

becomes through meaningful teaching strategies and 

materials, the more successful the English language 

learning experience becomes. 

6.3.4 Evaluation 

It should always be remembered that, during the develop

ment of the syllabus, the intended 'aims and objectives 

of the course need constant reconsideration. The results 

of the course, according to Tinkler (1980:32-33), 

could be measured in terms of positive or negative 

answers to the questions below: 
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1. Is the difficulty chosen a genuine diffi-

culty for target learners? 

2. Is the difficulty chosen a comparatively 

important difficulty (i.e does it concern a re

latively essential aspect of English?)• 

3. Is the length of difficulty of the chosen 

text suitable for the specified level of the 

students? 

4. Are the objectives of the sessions clear and 

realistic? 

5. Are the exercises sufficient? 

6. Are the exercises well-designed? 

7. Are the materials used likely to stimulate 

the learners? 

8. Is the strategy used likely to stimulate the 

students? 

To measure the degree of achievement of the goal and 

specific objectives and the course content, different 

testing procedures and evaluative devices are to be planned 

to test l)sound and intonation discrimination; 2)perception 

of message; 3)auditory memory; 4)vocabulary; S)morphology; 

and 6)syntax (Chastain, 1979:82), Various types of testing 

items can be applicable from Modern Language Testing 

by R.M. Valette (1977) and from Writing English Tests 

by J.B. Heaton (1979). 

For assessment, continuous assessment approximately 
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every 2 weeks (of two sessions per week) is advised. In 

other words, the students should be assessed on every 

four sessions. The end-of-term examinations are consi

dered as part of a total mark. 

Syllabus designing should be a cyclical process. This means 

that one objective in the first year can repeat itself 

in the second year or even the third year. Nevertheless, 

the degree of difficulty is increased. The benefit of 

the cyclical syllabus is that the same auditory skill 

can be practised over and over again. The learner, then, 

becomes more confident with understanding spoken English. 

6.4 Conclusion 

There are both advantages and disadvantages in making 

one's own materials. One big advantage is the teacher is 

often fully aware of her/his students' needs and levels. 

However, disadvantages are many unless the materials are 

developed in cooperation with native speakers of English 

and are designed in English speaking environments where 

there are rich English resources. It is, therefore, 

suggested that designers of listening material should 

cooper9~~ with native English designers/experts either in 

Vietnam or overseas. 

One source for one 1 s own authentic listening materials 

is by recording visiting English speakers in Vietnam. 

Another is from English programmes broadcast over the 

radio. Real materials recorded by native speakers of 
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English who are not teachers provide one of the best 

opportunities for students to have real contact with 

English speaking people's life and thought (Rivers and 

Temperley 1978:68). 



.. 
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Table 7: The syllabus for Year Three, Term One Sample 
.. 

Breakdown of Selection Number Resources Students• Assignment or 
Objectives and Con.tent Needed Activity Evaluation 
. . 

. . 

Following 1 tll Following -Comprehension -Transfer Q) 

oral instruct- +l instructions: questions exercise 
~ 

tions s:: How to use an -role-playing -Extensive 
·r-1 instrument Tape 1 -recall-work listening 8 
I{) 

item A -follow-up (Story: 
. .. 

""" 
discussion summary) 

Comprehending 2 -comprehension -Transfer 
main and ' 

Sightseeing:· 
questions exercise 

detailed tll Opera House Tape 1 -Note-taking -Extensive Q) 

information +l item B -recall-work: listening ;j 
from a speech. s:: comprehension _(Story: ..... · exercise summary) E: 

-follow-up -Test 1 : 10% I{) 

discussion """ 
Recognizing 3 Language -identifying -Transfer 
various Functions . Tape 1 functions of exercise . 
language tll identification item C language -Extensive Q> 
functions 

~ •1tsten and 11111~8)'\il\~ 
,spoa'k (Story s SW'l'lmat:y) 

•rl -pair-work E: -follow-up 
lO discussion '<:I' 

.... 
Vi 
-.J 
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS , 

This Field Study Report has identified a number of 

problem areas in general which pertain directly to EFL 

teaching in Vietnam. It also has identified specific 

areas of concern in the area ofi listening comprehension. 

Vietnam is aware that its teaching staff must continue 

to study overseas with EFL experts as well as in-country 

with visiting EFL experts. Improvement can only be 

achieved through retraining the EFL teachers. 

Teaching materials must be relevant to Vietnam's needs 

and to the needs of Vietnamese students. Both are high 

priority areas. 

Total improvement of any teaching/learning area cannot 

be accomplished without considering re-educating teaching 

staff periodically, upgrading teaching materials, and 

evaluating the curriculum, the materials, and the teaching. 

A series of recommendations follow which relate to 

segments of the EFL programme in Vietnam. 

First, EFL learners in Vietnam should be educated to 

be able to: 

- comprehend adequately English spoken by both native 

and non-native spe ake rs of English at various speeds 

in both formal and informal circumstances. 

- cope with various registers, dialects, accents, etc. 



- master listeniDg skills which may assist aural 

comprehension of spoken English. 

- listen for information (e.g. gist and intensive 

listening . ) • 
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- listen arid respond to a variety of explicit and implicit 

questions and commands. 

- comprehend and retain perceived infonnation. 

- understand speaker 1 s attitudeJintention/meaning. 

- listen and follow written/oral instructions. 

- listen critically, not just passively. 

- extract spoken discourse without teacher's guidance. 

- be aware of English cultures through listening. 

- use weak, short, contracted forms of words to produce 

English as naturally as possible. 

- produce spoken features of language (e.g silent 

fillers, redundancy, eye contact, facial expressions etc). 

- make use of communication strategies such as interrupting 

speakers politely, asking for explanation/repetition, 

turn-taking and so on. 

- take advantage of various language forms and functions 

to express feelings, ideas, desires, wants etc. 

- ask various types of relevant questions and give 

appropriate responses for appropriate situations. 

- be aware of when/where/whom to ask and not to ask 

certain types of questions. 

- speak English not only correctly but also effectively. 
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- read for relevant and important information {scanning/ 

skimming). 

- use linguistic knowledge of English such as cohesive 

devices, grammatical markers etc. to decode messages. 

- infe,r; communication value of written messages. 

- read interpretively (coherently). 

- read critically, evaluatively, etc. 

- get used to different writers' writing strategies 

to understand their viewpoints. 

- know how to use indices tables of contents, etc. 

- comprehend headlines/titles of articles, advertisements 

etc. in authentic reading materials. 

- cop-a with different types of writing {e.g. letters, 

postcards, essays, reports, etc.)• 

- cope with controlled, free creative and communicative 

writing. 

- cope with accademic writing such as assignments, essays, 

reports etc. 

- how to organize writing logically. 

- write correctly and effectively. 

- express ideas appropriately and persuasively. 

- use no more words than necessary to express ideas. 

- use familiar words with precise meaning. 

- both what to write (content) and how to write (method). 

Second, EFL students in Vietnam, especially those who 

are learning ESP and anticipate overseas study, should 

be able to: 



Cope with English as a medium of instruction: 

- identify purpose, scope and topic of lectures. 

- listen with comprehension to important information 

delivered at fast speed over at least a one-hour 

lecture session. 

- follow the development of lecture topic/subject. 

- recognize discourse markers to infer main ideas. 

- identify relevant information and reject irrelevant 

information. 

- recognize functions of intonation, stress, tone of 

voice, non verbal performance in order to grasp lecturer 1 s 

viewpoint or attitude toward subject matter. 

- follow different mediums of lecturing: face-to-face, 

audio, audio-visual. 

- cope with various lecturing styles e.g. 'formal, 

conversational, well-prepared but read unplanned (off

hand) or read with both clear and fast speed. 

- cope with different registers e.g coloquialisms, 

euphemism, regional dialects (e.g.British, American, 

Australian, etc.). 

- comprehend different conventions of speech, instruct,tpnal_ 

tasks such as advice, suggestions, warnings, etc. 

- understc'l.nd and respond to the relevant questions 

presented by lecturers, tutors, peers and visiting 

professors. 

- follow the lecture/tutorial/seminar/workshop handouts 

and, associated with them, what is being presented orally 



- identify and respond to implicit and explicit 

questions raised by lecturers, tutors and peers. 
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- comprehend and systematically organize lecture notes. 

Cope with English as a mode of communication: 

- comprehend colloquial English spoken by local people 

- comprehend various registers (e.g,programmes on the 

radio and television) so that extensive listening 

experience can be increased, thus enjoyment is increased 

- understand and respond to a wide range of people 
1 

e.g.fellow students, lecturers, tutors, visiting writers 

and professors, shop assistants, librarians and other 

service workers. 

follow oral instructions, announcements, warnings etc. 

Third, EFL teaching staff in Vietnam need to: 

- be trained or retrained in short-term intensive courses 

either in Vietnam or overseas to improve their teaching 

- be innovative and flexible in applying new and relevant 

teaching methods c.na materials. 

- be equippedwiththeoretical knowledge of at least the 

specific areas in which they specialize. 

- be aware of their students' needs. 

- focus on teaching rather than testing. 

- improve their own English by audio-visual aids. 

- be familiar with different kinds o f teaching aids 
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to assist their teaching. 

- get hold of any up-to-date teaching materials and 

journals to keep abreast of new development in modern 

theory and methods of teaching. 

- familiarize themselves with the changes that the 

English language has undergone in its history. 

- understand the intimate relation between English and 

its cultures. 

- cope with cross cultural barriers to learning. 

make maximum use of the fairly limited resources in the 

course-book. 

- be able to develop meterials and exploit authentic 

texts. 

- be able to prepare tests particularly adapted to their 

students. 

Fourth, listening~materials should: 

- be relevant and suitable to the students' needs/levels. 

- be meaningful/contextualized rather than artificial. 

- be both authentic and semi-authentic. 

- be specific to subject matter of particular students. 

- be culturally appropriate. 

- include various models and accents of English speaking 

people. 

- include features of spoken English.·. e. g : speech 

markers, incomplete utterances, pauses, etc. 

- cover a wide range of registers such as conversational 



discourses, formal and informal speeches, lectures, 

announcements and the like. 
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- stress listening comprehension: ability rather than 

linguistic competence (language functions rather than 

language fonns). 

- focus on basic skills relevant to the students' future 

careers. 

- include meaningful listening exercises integrated 

with other skills. 

- keep up with the development of up-to-date English. 

- be sufficiently interesting to the students to capture 

their attention. 

- be accompanied with visual features which are of value 

to the comprehension of spoken English. 

- consist of both students 1 books and teachers' guide. 

Fifth, audio-visual aids in EFL teaching and learning 

in Vietnam should: 

- be more diverse and adequate in supply (particularly 

cassette recorders). 

- include self-access language laboratories consisting 

of a wide range of taped cassettes enabling students 

to work· in their own time • 

- include listening post (consisting of a cassette 

recorder and five or six headphones for five or six 

students, a table for five or six seats - va~uable for 

group work, different groups can work at the same time 
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listening to different tapes for follow-up discussion, 

potential for a large class size: more than thirty 

students are to be taught at one time. 

Sixth,aU•ral comprehension tests should 

- test only one sk~ll at one time. 

- measure auditory ability rather than linguistic pro-

ficiency. 

- measure what is intended and nothing else. 

- be valid and reliable. 

- be caried out continuously. 

- be suitable to students 1 levels. 

- focus on problem areas in listening comrehension 

confronting Vietnamese EFL students ((!i.g, phonemes, 

stress, intonation, discrimination, understanding of 

dialogues, talks, lectures, speeches, passages etc.). 
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APPENDIX 

A- Copy of the Orig inal Survey 

Survey on the Language Laboratory and the Cassette Recorder 

It will be of help if you answer the following questions 
and please return this as soon as possible. 

General 

Name: 
College: 
Have you ever studied abroad? yes no 

Question 1: 

Have you ever used a language laboratory and/o~ the cassette 
recorder as 

a) a teacher? 
b) a student in Vietnam? 
c) a student in the U. K. ? 
d) a student in Australia? 

Question 2: 

Did they help you learn? 

Question 3: 

Did boredom set in 

Question 4: 

yes 
yes 
yes 
yes 

yes 

yes 

If boredom set in, when did it occur? 
(Write your answer in the following space). 

no 
no 
no 
no 

no 

no 
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B- Result 

Twenty-one Vietnamese tertiary teachers now studying at 
the Canberra College of Advanced Education are invited 
to answer the questions. They are from five colleges 
of foreign languages in Vietnam: 

1. the Hanoi Foreign Languages College, 
2. the Hanoi University~ 
3 . the Hanoi Foreign Language s Teachers Training Colle ge, 
4. the Hanoi Foreign Affairs College, and 
5. the Hanoi Foreign Trade Colle ge. 

The result of the survey is a s follows: 

Yes No 

Question 1: 

a) 21 0 
b) 21 0 
c) 13 8 
d) 21 0 

Question 2: 21 0 

Question 3: 21 0 

Que stion 4: 

All teachers agree t h at b oredom set in when the students 
were tired and/or the drills were long and mechanical. 


