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Introduction to the Second Edition

Language teaching is both an exciting and challenging endeavour. We have quite a responsibility helping learners develop not just their linguistic skill, but their attitudes to language learning, new cultures and ways of thinking. This book is written to help navigate the research in our field and to develop a wide range of practical classroom ideas and techniques. It is both for teachers who are learning the craft and for practising teachers who wish to improve their understanding and skills. In either case the book should help develop what has been called reflective practice, defined by one writer as the “mental activity that teachers do as they think in teaching situations” (Freeman, 2016 p. 207).

Many ways to teach languages have been advocated over the centuries. These include grammar-translation, so-called direct methods, the audiolingual method and the communicative movement, not to mention a whole host of other approaches, some based on ‘natural’ methods which tend to equate learning a new language with learning one’s first language(s). Others place greater emphasis on formal learning, grammar explanation and the building of linguistic skill through repetitive practice. Given the range of possible approaches, it is easy to feel confused.

 

Questions which might be asked include:


	Are some methods better than others? 

	What principles of learning should I apply to my lessons?

	What does a good lesson look like? 

	How do I know I am doing things right? 

	What can I realistically expect my students to achieve? 

	How can my students make progress in so little time? 

	How much target language should I use? 

	How should I teach grammar? Should I teach it at all? 

	How do I get my students to speak fluently and spontaneously? 

	How do I create enjoyable and effective language lessons? 



 

To start with, there is no consensus about what works best in every language classroom. As we shall see, there is no ‘best method’ (Prabhu, 1990) because there are so many variables involved in the process of language learning: the teacher, the setting, the students’ background and aims, and the cultural context, to name just a few. There is the danger, however, of choosing to adopt an ‘anything goes’ approach. This would be unwise since we can identify, with the aid of research and experience, which specific strategies, procedures and curriculum design tend to work better than others. This book tries to throw some light on the craft of language teaching, partly by exploring the research evidence, but above all by providing practical ideas for the classroom. Each is clearly marked throughout the text with the following symbols.
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So, just like the first edition, this much revised book is for teachers, written by teachers. We make use of our knowledge of research and, between us, over fifty years of experience teaching languages to students aged 6-18 to help describe principles and practice. ‘Scientific’ research in this field is actually only several decades old but is growing all the time. It offers some very useful pointers but, as in all areas of education, it cannot tell us what works in every classroom, with every teacher and with every class. Language teaching is a craft, not a science.

The book does not advocate one method over others. On the one hand, the view is taken that language learning has much in common with all types of learning, such as learning to ride a bike or play the guitar; on the other, that it shares similarities with how humans learn their first language(s), through exposure and communication. We believe a teacher can build up students’ skills and knowledge through presentation of language input (listening and reading), practice, explanation and what scholars call ‘focus on form’ (explaining and practising grammar). But it is also recognised that language acquisition happens subconsciously or implicitly, just as when a child picks up their first language(s). This reflects an assumption shared by most language teachers: we need to provide students with as much exposure to meaningful language as possible while ensuring they get the opportunity to think about how the language works and to do repeated practice in an ordered, structured way.

More than this, we recognise that good language lessons depend on some key generic teacher skills. 


	Helping students to feel motivated and persistent.

	Teaching ‘responsively’ by using effective formative assessment techniques.

	Ensuring students value the subject. 

	Empathising both emotionally and cognitively with students. 

	Building effective relationships.

	Ensuring good classroom behaviour.



 

A wide range of areas are covered in this book, with many lesson ideas shared along the way. The book begins with an overview of language teaching methods. For the four interconnected skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing we examine what the research says, what activities might ensue from the research, how these activities can be sequenced and managed effectively, and how we know students have learned from them. We discuss motivation, how to manage classroom speaking, the use of pictures and making the best use of written texts. Guidance is provided on pair and group work, songs and drama, phonics, intercultural understanding and teaching students with varying needs. 

The chapters on teaching grammar and vocabulary offer numerous examples of practical classroom techniques. Examples are also included of ‘zero-preparation tasks’, given how pressed teachers are for time and how the photocopier and computer do not always work when needed. Ideas are shared on how to help students develop the toughest of skills, spontaneous, fluent speech. We also explore the use of teacher questioning, target language and translation as well as the importance of subject knowledge and how to improve it. 

Many examples are in English on the assumption that readers will be teachers of various world languages. For the sake of convenience, and to recognise that the reader’s and students’ first language may not be English, we use L1 for first language(s) and L2 for second (or additional) language(s). We have also done our best to choose terminology understandable to readers around the world.

To help write this new edition we have drawn on a rich variety of resources, some from the academic fields of second language acquisition and cognitive psychology, others from practical handbooks, websites and blogs, including our own. This includes the latest research as well as some of the best wisdom from the past. 

Changes from the first edition


	The chapters on behaviour management, games and technology have been removed, as well as the final section with example lessons. This has enabled us to devote more space to recent research findings and to take account of new trends in language teaching. In particular, we wanted to give more attention to lexicogrammar, research from cognitive science and intercultural understanding. 

	There is also much more guidance on the teaching of listening and fluency, both spoken fluency in the traditional sense, and the notion of cognitive fluency. We have added new chapters on lesson and curriculum planning with a focus on communication.

	Finally, reflecting our own evolving understanding, new lesson ideas have been added and extensive changes made to the original text, each chapter and the structure of the book.
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Language teaching methods

	
Introduction
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A leading scholar in the field of second language acquisition research, Jack Richards (1990), described language teaching methodology as “the activities, tasks and learning experiences used by the teacher within the (language) learning and teaching process”. A methodology usually has a theoretical basis which should bring coherence and consistency to the choice of classroom teaching procedures.

Why learn about methods at all? Diane Larsen-Freeman and Marti Anderson (2011) believe there are five reasons why a study of methods is invaluable for teachers. 


	Methods help bring a conscious awareness of what underlies our classroom practice; we become clearer about why we do what we do.

	Given that we may be hugely influenced by the way we were taught ourselves, by learning about where we stand methodologically, we can teach differently; we become aware of alternative tools of the trade.

	Learning about methods allows us to communicate professionally with others, to create a ‘discourse community’. 

	Interacting with others’ conceptions of practice, helps to stop teaching become stale.

	A knowledge of methods helps expand our repertoire of techniques and thus furthers professional growth. It has been claimed that expert and experienced teachers have a larger and more diverse repertoire of best practices which enable them to cope with the idiosyncrasies of their students. 



 

In light of this, a selective summary of some influential methods in language teaching are presented here. Scholars categorise methods in different ways, but this chapter keeps it basic and focuses on the mainstream approaches which have tended to dominate in high schools. This means approaches with tantalising names such as The Silent Way, Dogme or Desuggestopedia are not included, but further information is available elesewhere. 

It should be stressed at the outset that few teachers apply one method to the exclusion of others and that most do not think too deeply, if at all, about how their own general approach fits within any theoretical framework. Research shows that the main influence on teachers’ chosen methodology is the way they were taught themselves. Many effective teachers then instinctively pick out the best aspects of a range of methods, depending on their teaching context and how classes respond. This may be beneficial in addressing the needs of different groups of students.

So which methods have dominated over the decades? Which approach resembles your own ideal most closely? Are some methods better than others? The chapter considers the following:

 


✓   Grammar-Translation (GT)

✓   The Audiolingual Method

✓   Direct Method

✓   Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT)

✓   Natural or ‘comprehension’ approaches

✓   Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)

✓   Natural or ‘comprehension’ approaches

✓   Lexicogrammatical approaches

✓   Is there a best method?

✓   10 principles of language teaching


Grammar-Translation (GT)

An offspring of German scholarship, first known as the Prussian method in the USA, the main aims of this method, were to develop mental discipline and intellectual development through language study, and to produce students who could read literary texts. Grammar rules are studied in detail and used to translate from L1 to L2 and vice versa. Reading and writing are the goals, not communication (speaking and listening). Classes are usually teacher-led, students analyse the grammar, memorise vocabulary and verb forms, translate and do comprehension questions. Grammar is taught ‘deductively’, meaning that students are presented with a rule and then apply it, principally through comprehension and translation tasks. It is assumed that you can learn the language synthetically, i.e. by piecing together and building up its constituent parts into a whole. Language is seen as a body of knowledge to acquire. There is little interest in authentic texts or real-life language use here!

This method, common up to the 1960s, is still used by many teachers and by advanced students who need to learn a language for a specific purpose, such as studying literary texts. However, it is generally discredited as a way of learning a language. Only a minority of high-achieving students enjoy it or learn much from it, and even they usually fail to develop good spoken proficiency. In its favour is the way it develops careful readers and accurate users of the written language and the fact that it can be applied by teachers who have little oral and aural skill themselves. Indeed, the second point is a major reason why it persisted for so long.

Early scholars associated with this method include Johann Seidenstücker and Karl Plötz.

The Audiolingual Method

In 1942 the Army Specialized Training Programme (ASTP or ‘Army method’) was devised by the American military for rapidly acquiring languages for conversational use in the field. It was inspired by linguists such as Leonard Bloomfield who learned about languages by interviewing speakers of Native American and other languages. At that time conversation had not been a goal of language learning in the USA. ASTP lessons involved 15 hours of oral drilling with native speakers, together with 20-30 hours of private study. Students studied for 10 hours each day, six days a week. Results were often impressive, largely because of intensive immersion in the language. The result was that prominent linguists encouraged an oral approach to language learning. By the mid-1950s influenced by findings from behaviourist psychology, the American method of audiolingualism was established. By the mid-1960s it was losing momentum.

In this method, learning is viewed as a process of habit formation through stimulus and response. Language habits are ‘stamped in’ by repeated repetition and oral drilling (‘pattern practice’) with little reference to L1. Dialogues are the main source of text with the teacher or an audio source providing the models. Every effort is made to avoid L1 interfering with L2. The input language is tightly controlled and selected, with grammar taking precedence over vocabulary and meaning. Errors must be avoided so they do not persist and become ‘fossilised’. The aim of the method is ultimately to allow students to build their grammatical system, allowing them to communicate, so speaking and listening take priority. From the late 1960s the audiovisual approach, combining habit forming with images, featured in many school classrooms. The invention of the reel-to-reel tape recorder added impetus to the method.

The approach is usually criticised for neglecting vocabulary, meaningful communication and grammatical analysis, while ignoring the creative nature of language learning and use. However, the importance of repetition and focus on good pronunciation may be its strongest legacies. Psychologists are beginning to understand what ‘stamping in’ might mean in terms of how the brain functions.

Scholars associated with this method include Charles Fries and Charles Hockett who wrote that the patterns to be learned required “drill, drill, and more drill, and only enough vocabulary to make such drills possible” (cited in Richards and Rodgers, 2014).

Direct Method 

Direct Method developed late in the 19th century, as result of the Reform Movement which was highly critical of traditional grammar-translation. In its early years it was sometimes called the Natural Method or Gouin Method, after François Gouin. At this time there was a growing interest in the new science of phonetics, which emphasised the perception and production of the spoken word.

In the Direct Method listening and speech take precedence over reading and writing, notably during the early stages of learning. In the purest form of Direct Method, classes are entirely conducted in L2, with the teacher taking the lead and making great use of repetition and question-answer sequences. Classroom objects, pictures and gesture are used as aids to meaning. Explanation and translation are avoided, as is comparison with L1. Grammar is taught inductively, with students picking up the rules from examples they hear. The main aim ultimately is communication, but the language is still seen as something to be gradually built up through exposure and practice. The teacher generally provides the input, with relatively little time given to pair or group work.

The syllabus is often based on topics and situations, as well as a grammatical sequence – skills are built up slowly, with selection of language by assumed difficulty playing an important role. Vocabulary choice is largely dictated by frequency counts. Accuracy is encouraged and grammar may be explained, even in L1. Many teachers combine aspects of the Direct Method with elements of audiolingualism, communicative approaches and even grammar-translation. One particular strand of Direct Method, influential in Britain in the second half of the twentieth century, was the Oral Approach, sometimes called the Oral-Situational Approach, wryly known by some as ‘death by question and answer’.

In many countries some form of adapted Direct Method still dominates classrooms. In its favour is the central importance accorded to the use of L2. One criticism is that L2 may be used in too doctrinaire a fashion. A second is whether the approach aligns with what research suggests about second language learning, namely that we do not acquire a new language based on the gradual building of skill with grammatical structures, one at a time.

Scholars associated with this approach include Gouin, Harold Palmer, Henry Sweet and Maximilian Berlitz (famous for the Berlitz language schools).

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)

According to Richards and Rodgers (2014), the origins of CLT can be traced to changes to the British language teaching methods of the 1960s, when grammar-translation and versions of direct method teaching held sway. Becoming established as an antidote to grammar analysis and audiolingualism, the communicative approach is hard to define, but was essentially a move away from teaching structures, towards teaching communicative proficiency. 

In its ‘strong’ form CLT claims that language is acquired just through communication; it is not just about using communicative activities to activate knowledge of the language that has been taught structurally at an earlier stage. The belief is that communicative confidence only develops if students are required to do activities which require real-life communication. Since many teachers have difficulty seeing the learning value of communicative activities, a so-called weak form of the approach has evolved where teachers include opportunities to do communicative tasks within a traditional grammar or topic-based curriculum. 

Whenever possible, authentic language is used in classroom activities which resemble real-life situations. The social functions of language are stressed more than grammar and vocabulary (although the balance varies from teacher to teacher). As with direct methods, L2 is the means of communication. Great use is made of paired and group tasks, with a focus on information gaps (where one student needs to find information from another), role-plays, games and tasks to complete. The teacher becomes a facilitator as much as a provider of information. Students are given the freedom to ‘negotiate meaning’, as the jargon has it. There is emphasis on ideas and opinions, authentic resources and real-life needs. Errors are tolerated, even welcomed, since the stress is on communication, not accuracy. 

CLT provides opportunities for students to focus not only on the language, but also on the learning process itself: an enhancement of their own personal experiences, viewed as an important contribution to classroom learning. The claim is that L2 is learned best when the students try to communicate, i.e. to say something that they really want or need to say. CLT still dominates many EFL (English as a Foreign Language) classes because EFL students may have a stronger focus on the practical, communicative purpose of language. 

Scholars associated with this methodology include Henry Widdowson, Dell Hymes (who coined the term ‘communicative competence’, redefining what it meant to ‘know’ a language), and David Wilkins (who defined language using ‘notions’ and ‘functions’, rather than more traditional categories of grammar and vocabulary).

Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT)

Task-Based Language Teaching can be viewed as an extension of CLT, with an extra emphasis on the ‘real-life’, goal-oriented nature of activities which are called ‘tasks’. The origins of the method can be traced back to the 1970s. Real-life tasks can include visiting a doctor, conducting an interview, or calling customer service for help. Classroom tasks could include carrying out a survey, filling in a map of a town based on an aural description or planning a holiday with the help of online comments on destinations. You can see the clear overlap with CLT.

According to Rod Ellis (2003) a task:


	involves a primary focus on meaning;

	has some kind of ‘gap’. N.S. Prabhu identified the three main types as information gap, reasoning gap, and opinion gap;

	requires students to choose the linguistic resources needed to complete the task;

	has a clearly defined, non-linguistic outcome.



 

N.S. Prabhu (1987) proposed that a communicative task should require a ‘gap’. He identified the three main types as information gap, reasoning gap, and opinion gap.

Critics of the approach argue that it is not sufficiently structured, especially for novices in high schools working towards a defined assessment regime. To carry out ‘tasks’ often requires a level of knowledge and skill beginners do not possess. In response, proponents of TBLT argue that tasks can be designed with an emphasis on input language, with students not having to produce much language of their own.

Scholars associated with TBLT include N.S. Prabhu, Teresa Pica, David Nunan, Rod Ellis and Michael Long. Prabhu pioneered a task-based English programme in the 1980s, working for the British Council in Indian state primary schools.

Natural or ‘comprehension’ approaches

These come in various forms, but see L2 learning as the same, in principle, as child language acquisition. Such ‘comprehensible input’ (CI) approaches have much in common with direct methods and communicative approaches, but with a greater emphasis on listening and reading, since the belief is that languages are picked up by understanding messages, no more. Storytelling plays a strong role, as does oral communication, but the latter is given time to develop from the receptive to the productive, as with infants. 

 It was in 1977 that Californian Spanish teacher Tracy Terrell outlined his proposal for this philosophy of language teaching, which, while not really new, did seem revolutionary at the time. In reality, it was a modern version of the Direct Method, with differences. Terrell joined forces with researcher Stephen Krashen to share their approach (Krashen and Terrell, 1983).

There is less focus on grammatical form than with other methods, but it would be wrong to assume that there is no selection of language material by difficulty. Selection is, however, loosely based on the students’ current level, focused on meaning, whereas in earlier direct methods and audiolingual methods selection of language is ‘finely tuned’ and based to a greater degree on grammatical structures. 

Translation is often accepted in so far as it acts as an aid to meaning. Content and meaning take precedence over language form. In this respect natural approaches sit comfortably with content-based instruction. Proponents of natural (‘comprehensible input’) approaches, such as those who use the Teaching Proficiency through Reading and Storytelling (TPRS) approach, argue that they work well for students of all abilities, that they make languages seem easier and that all students can pick up a language with the right input, whereas, they claim, grammatical, analytical approaches favour the highest achievers, or else just fail. 

Natural, ‘comprehension’ approaches have the great merit of supplying students with interesting L2 input but are criticised for neglecting grammatical explanation and structured grammar practice. Within natural approaches, it is sometimes argued that knowing the rules of grammar can help students monitor their accuracy as they speak and write.

 Scholars often associated with natural methods and comprehensible input include Stephen Krashen and Bill VanPatten.

Lexicogrammatical approaches

We usually think of a language as having a grammar and a vocabulary, and that we produce sentences by putting words from the vocabulary into appropriate grammatical structures. While this might explain how we can be creative with language, it does not easily explain fluency. In recent years there has been a growing dissatisfaction with the idea that to learn a language we need to combine knowledge of words with grammatical rules. Some researchers argue that the distinction between vocabulary and grammar is artificial and that students will learn a language most effectively when there is a large emphasis on what are called collocations – common combinations of words which students can hear, read and use to create connected utterances. These are often called formulaic language or chunks.

One lexicogrammatical method which has become popular in the last few years is called Extensive Processing Instruction (EPI). Devised by Gianfranco Conti, and used by many teachers, notably in the UK and Australia, this way of teaching draws on research from both second language acquisition and cognitive science. Like natural methods, it assumes that students learn language largely unconsciously (‘implicitly’), through intensive repeated exposure to and use of language chunks. The focus on chunking makes more efficient use of short-term memory and facilitates the creation of utterances through a 'chunk and chain' process.

Grammatical rules are explained during the teaching cycle so that students should develop both explicit and implicit knowledge. Listening and speaking are prioritised. Translation of language is welcomed, e.g. through the use of ‘sentence builders’ – frames resembling traditional substitution tables, and which contain the key language to be learned.

Lessons typically involve working with sentence builders and short written and aural texts containing multiple repetitions of chunks. In addition, gamified activities of many types involve a focus on phonology, phonics (sound-spelling correspondences), lexical retrieval, dictation and fluency building.

Critics of lexicogrammatical approaches in general sometimes argue that there is too much emphasis on learning formulaic language and that students may not acquire the ability to create novel utterances. As one scholar, Scott Thornbury (2010) famously put it, the approach may be ‘all chunks, no pineapple’. In reality, this criticism may not apply to all versions of lexicogrammatical teaching.

Scholars associated with the burgeoning area of lexicogrammar include Frank Boers, Michael Lewis, Norbert Schmitt and Michael Hoey.

We explore the lexicogrammatical approach further in Chapter 12. If you wish to know more about different methodologies, we recommend the book Approaches and Methods in Language Teaching (Richards and Rogers, 2014).

Is there a best method?

To return to this question, few teachers stick religiously to one method and, as can be seen, those described above have some things in common. Long and Doughty (2011) note that teachers do many of the same sorts of activities in language classrooms. Even so, some teachers passionately defend their chosen method, claiming it works best for them. Our advice would be to treat claims of unique efficacy with a little scepticism. Just like the golfer who would not play with just one club in their bag, we need to make best use of all the tools at our disposal.

Many teachers would agree with an idea that has been called principled eclecticism - picking and choosing aspects from the various methods described above. By doing this their own principled, hybrid method can be created and adapted to classes depending on a range of factors, a key one being the nature of the assessment regime. But principled eclecticism has to be principled. It is not a random pick 'n mix. As Larsen-Freeman and Anderson put it, the teacher "should be able to give a particular reason for why they do what they do" (2011 p. 229). 

The same authors go on to say that another reason for not supporting one method over others is that research into the effectiveness of methods is so fraught with difficulty. If you compare two methods over time with the same teacher, they may not invest the same enthusiasm into each one, so any claim to scientific validity goes up in smoke. (Not to mention all the other variables involved in comparative studies: students, timing of lessons, school culture and so on.) So beware the teacher who claims that research uniquely supports their preferred method.

Keep in mind also that language teaching is subject to the bandwagon effect, not surprising given our thirst to find easy solutions when our efforts meet with mixed success. Several researchers have written about a ‘post-method condition’ (Kumaravadivelu, 1994) and recommend what has been called ‘context-sensitive pedagogy’ (Sun, 2021). We do not need some one-size-fits-all solution, but rather pedagogical practices which relate to local contexts, needs and objectives. In high schools one of these is simply the nature of high-stakes assessment.

The approach a teacher adopts is also heavily dependent on the learning context. Working with youngsters in a high school is not the same as working with adults in a work setting or immigrants learning a language in their new country. As authors, because of our own teaching backgrounds and experience, the ideas presented are of most relevance to high school settings, but general principles are the same.

Even if there is no best method, studying them, as we have seen, gives a better idea of why we do what we do and can widen our repertoire of techniques. The process is also interesting in itself! N.S. Prabhu (1992), who argues against the idea of a panacea method, writes:

...if the teacher engages in classroom activity with a sense of intellectual excitement, there is at least a fair probability that learners will begin to participate in the excitement and to perceive classroom lessons mainly as learning events - as experiences of growth for themselves. (Prabhu, 1992 p. 239)

 

A particular conundrum for teachers in training, and teacher educators, is whether to prepare thoroughly for one particular method, or to use a set of principles on which to build a methodology. Second or additional language learning is a broad and complex area. There is a lot to take in. On balance, we believe that pre-service teachers should have a sound knowledge of the principles of instructed language acquisition, alongside experience with a range of methods and procedures. In this way they can start to become critically reflective practitioners (Christie and Conlon, 2016).

So while a single overall method for all settings cannot be recommended, the growing body of research now available points to certain provisional, broad principles which can act as a guide. To prepare for the rest of the book our own methodological principles are listed here. These are explored in more detail in the book with explanations of how they can be put into practice.

10 principles of language teaching


	Comprehensible input. Comprehension of meaningful language is the foundation of language acquisition. When listening and reading input are understood by students, implicit (unconscious) learning mechanisms come into play and the input contributes to long-term acquisition. Language is comprehensible when students already know the words and grammar, and can work out the meaning in other ways, e.g. by inferring meaning, through images, gesture or translation.

	Communication. Comprehension alone is not enough. Promote interaction with input in a structured and less controlled fashion, led by the teacher and via communication between students. Through interaction with the input and opportunities to produce output language (speech and witing), students can further develop their proficiency and communicative skill.

	Multi-mode teaching. Use an integrated combination of the four skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing, but with a greater emphasis on listening and speaking. By exploiting all the skills, students gain a deeper understanding of vocabulary, grammar and phonology. Activities in each skill reinforce each other.

	Receptive to productive. Proceed from modelling receptive listening and reading input, via controlled practice towards spontaneous production. Allow students to hear and see plenty of examples of input language before they are asked to produce language themselves. Tightly controlled output activities should usually precede free tasks requiring unrehearsed, spontaneous language. Fluency is developed in all the skills along the way.

	Meaning and form. Acquisition involves associating meanings with linguistic forms (words, sounds, grammar). The main focus should be on meaningful communication, but time needs to be spent on making students aware of the formal properties of the language (grammar, morphology, phonics), especially aspects they may not naturally notice.

	Grammar. Select the grammar students encounter and practise, while keeping in mind what is learnable and whether they are developmentally ready to acquire it. Anticipate which areas are most likely to cause confusion. This means being selective about what is taught. It may not mean basing a curriculum on a step-by-step grammatical sequence, but focusing on the grammar which is most useful for students’ communicative goals.

	Vocabulary. Select vocabulary based on frequency and relevance to students’ needs, including the requirements of the assessment regime. Focus both on words and multi-word units. Remember that ‘knowing a word’ is complex and involves sounds, spellings, meanings, the different grammatical forms of words and how words function with other words.

	Implicit and explicit learning. Prioritise implicit (unconscious) learning and communication, supported by explicit teaching of vocabulary, grammar and phonics. Implicit learning is ‘unconscious’ and is more likely to occur when meaningful language is recycled and memorable. Explicit learning occurs when students are consciously thinking about the form of the language. It can support implicit learning.

	Self-efficacy. Place a strong emphasis on developing students’ self-efficacy or feeling of competence – their sense that they can be successful at learning the language. When they can understand language at every stage and have opportunities to enjoy using it, they are more likely to feel confident and thus be more highly motivated.

	Intercultural understanding. One of the unique aspects of a languages curriculum is the opportunity it affords for students to better understand other cultures and their own. Incorporating strong elements of intercultural understanding is both valuable in its own right and motivational. A language teacher has a duty to foster positive attitudes to difference and diversity.




2
 
Listening: it all starts here

Introduction

It is not by chance that we begin with listening, as it is fundamental to language acquisition. It provides the input needed to acquire both our first and additional language(s). Supplying aural input students understand, enables nature to take its course and language acquisition to happen. There is more to it than that, of course! But by doing regular listening-focused activities in nearly every lesson, the long-term goal of helping students learn a language to whatever level they aspire can be achieved.

But how do we actually ‘teach listening’? In recent years, perspectives from second language acquisition and cognitive science research have provided new frameworks for analysing listening and improving how we teach it. 

 

This chapter considers:

 



	
Research evidence


✓   Bottom-up and top-down processing

✓   A process approach

✓   Phonology and phonics

✓   Paying attention

✓   Metacognitive strategies



	
Classroom practice


✓   Listening-as-Modelling

✓   Dictation tasks

✓   Using metacognitive strategies

✓   Sources of listening

✓   Narrow listening

✓   Interpersonal listening

✓   Independent listening

✓   Immersion

✓   Task-based listening

✓   Working with listening texts

✓   Assessing listening









	
Research evidence 

Bottom-up and top-down processing
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Think of a student listening to a text about the environment. To understand the message, they need to use their knowledge of the linguistic system together with their background knowledge of the topic. They first have to decode the linguistic features, recognising words, word boundaries, intonation, grammar and so on. Then they make greater sense of the message by applying what they know about the environment.

Decoding the linguistic content is called bottom-up processing. L1 speakers do this automatically, but L2 students must rely on slower, controlled processing of the language they hear. Using background knowledge is called top-down processing. The more background knowledge you already have, the easier it is to compensate for any decoding deficiencies when working out meaning. Sometimes students are so focused on trying to decipher the code that they forget to apply their general knowledge.

Beginners come with some decoding knowledge, based on their L1 experience, but have a lot to learn about the sounds, vocabulary and grammar of the new language. Younger beginners also have less background knowledge The key priority, however, is to teach students how to decode the message from the language. It is a challenging task! Processing listening input depends on quick reactions under time pressure. Research has shown that the brain has a two-second window to process all types of input. If one piece of input is not processed in these two seconds, it interferes with the next, and so on. This is the main reason why students often say they find listening tests hard and stressful. The best listeners are able to combine bottom-up and top-down processing, along with non-linguistic metacognitive strategies (see below) which direct their attention, monitor their performance and problem-solve.

A process approach 

With decoding a priority, in our book Breaking the Sound Barrier: Teaching Language Learners How to Listen (Conti and Smith, 2019) we examine in great detail the principles of what is called a process approach and describe a large number of classroom activities which support it. One of the starting points is the work of researcher John Field in his book Listening in the Language Classroom (Field, 2009). His main idea is that to teach listening we need to do a lot more than just comprehension exercises and tests. He contrasts this sort of product approach with the process approach. In Conti and Smith (2019) we call it Listening-as-Modelling (LAM) (as opposed to Listening-as-Testing).

To teach listening, Field proposes that we break down the processes, or micro-skills, involved in listening, then target specific classroom activities to develop them. The LAM approach is partly rooted in the skill theory model of classroom L2 acquisition, the key premise of which is that any language skill, including listening, can be acquired in much the same way as any other set of human skills (e.g. playing football or driving a car). The task is broken down into sub-skills, then each is practised in the same way, for example, that a footballer practises passing, dribbling and heading.

Within skill theory the goal of listening instruction is the automatisation of the micro-skills our brain needs to listen, in real time, in order to extract meaning from any utterance we hear. Table 2.1 shows Field’s bottom-up processes and micro- skills.

 

Table 2.1 Bottom-up processing skills (adapted from Field, 2009)



	
Process level


	
Processes involved





	
Phoneme


	

	Identifying consonants and vowels

	Adjusting to speakers’ voices







	
Syllable


	

	Recognising syllable structure

	Matching weak syllables and function words







	
Word


	

	Working out where words begin and end in connected speech (segmenting)

	Matching sequences of sounds to words

	Identifying words which are not in their standard forms

	Dealing with unknown words







	
Syntax


	

	Recognising where clauses and phrases end

	Anticipating syntactic patterns

	Checking hypotheses







	
Intonation group


	

	Making use of sentence stress

	Recognising chunks of language

	Using intonation to support syntax

	Reviewing the decoding process 









 

As students become more proficient at decoding, they can extract meaning by using their top-down knowledge. Table 2.2 shows how Field summarises top-down processes. 

 

Classroom activities can be designed which develop each of the micro-processes. For example, to develop bottom-up skills we can produce tasks with the focus on phonemes and syllables (phonological awareness and phonics), lexical retrieval, syntax and intonation. For top-down skills, particularly with more proficient learners, we can target these processes. 

 

Table 2.2 Top-down processing skills (adapted from Field, 2009)



	
Process


	
Examples of micro-skills





	
Context: using knowledge sources


	

	Drawing on world knowledge, topic knowledge, cultural knowledge







	
Deriving meaning


	

	Storing the literal meaning of an utterance

	Accepting an approximate meaning

	Checking understanding







	
Adding to the meaning


	

	Making inferences

	Dealing with pronouns

	Dealing with ambiguity







	
Selecting information


	

	Selecting what is relevant or important

	Recognising redundant information







	
Integrating information


	

	Carrying forward what has been said so far

	Connecting ideas

	Self-monitoring for consistent interpretation of the message







	
Recognising the overall argument structure


	

	Noticing connecting words used by the speaker (e.g. on the other hand)









Phonology and phonics

Phonology refers to the sound system of a language – its sounds (phonemes) and prosodic features (intonation, pitch, stress). Phonics refers to the relationship between sounds and spelling (with alphabetic languages). As far as phonics is concerned, some languages have a very ‘transparent’ sound-spelling relationship, e.g. Spanish and German. In other words, we can work out the sound of words easily from the spelling. What you see is what you get. Other languages, such as English and French are described as ‘opaque’, meaning it is not always clear how sound relates to spelling.

Research (Erler, 2003) and experience shows that many student learners of French in particular find it hard to read aloud words and phrases, even after a few years of learning. They are unable to decode and sound out words when reading without explicit help from the teacher. This is also a handicap when listening, since students cannot visualise vocabulary they hear. Furthermore, when they cannot read aloud accurately it affects their feelings of competence as language learners (Erler and Macaro, 2011).

Robert Woore (2022) cites emerging research which suggests that phonics knowledge may impact positively on various other aspects of L2 learning, such as spelling, vocabulary learning and oral communication. But in the same paper Woore acknowledges that, to date, there is little evidence that focusing explicitly on phonics improves overall proficiency outcomes. His conclusion is:

 

There are… good reasons to suppose that mastery of the L2 orthographic code is a foundation skill which facilitates many other aspects of classroom-based L2 learning. Further, the evidence suggests that many students will not achieve such mastery simply through exposure to the language, even after several years of study – at least, not in French (Woore, 2022).

Paying attention

For students to become good listeners, we must help them pay attention. Cognitive psychologists say there are three key aspects of attention to keep in mind:


	It is limited, because our short-term memory (also known as working memory) is limited. Think of attention like a bottleneck – only so much can get through.

	It is selective. We usually fail to learn what we do not pay attention to.

	It is biased towards novelty – we instinctively pay attention to what is new or unexpected.



 

Listening is particularly demanding with regard to attention. Unlike with reading, we do not have the opportunity to go back and recap what we heard. The so-called phonological loop (Baddeley and Hitch, 1974) is divided into a phonological store (an ‘inner voice’ which holds information in a speech-based form) and an articulatory process (like an ‘inner voice’ which allows us to repeat verbal information in a loop).


	Phonological Store: processes speech perception and stores spoken words we hear for 1-2 seconds.

	Articulatory control process: handles speech production, and rehearses and stores verbal information from the phonological store.



 

Thus, to maintain what we hear in working memory we need to use rehearsal, i.e. saying things out loud or in our heads to keep them alive. Think of repeating a phone number to help remember it. If students rehearse language in their heads or out loud repeatedly, there is more chance of it being retained for future use. Some ideas for generating rehearsal appear later in the chapter.

Metacognitive strategies

Researchers have suggested that to improve listening skills, students need to be taught how to do it. This is not just about the process approach described earlier, but also involves helping them develop strategies for dealing with listening input. It is about what Rost (2002) calls ‘conscious plans to manage incoming speech’. Metacognition is often described as ‘thinking about thinking’ or ‘thinking about learning’. According to Goh (2008), “Metacognitive learning activities should aim at deepening learners’ understanding of themselves as L2 listeners and the demands and process of L2 listening, as well as teaching learners how to manage their comprehension and learning” (p.192). Students who have appropriate knowledge about listening and what a task requires can plan, monitor and evaluate what they do, compared with those who approach listening in a random manner. 

 

Specific metacognitive strategies include:


	Discussing problems when listening with the teacher or a partner.

	Using the context of the listening text to help with comprehension, e.g. who is talking? What would they be expected to say?

	Using background knowledge, e.g. what is known about this topic already. 

	Using knowledge of L1 to help, e.g. cognates.

	Anticipating what language will be used for the topic at hand.

	Using the questions to help work out what will be said.

	Using the meanings of known vocabulary to figure out the meaning of the text as a whole.



 

While we should not overestimate the value of metacognitive strategies, some studies have suggested the following (Goh, 2008).


	They have a positive effect on listening performance.

	They help students feel less anxious and more confident about doing listening tasks.

	They may be most useful with the weakest listeners.



Graham (2017) cites other studies which show benefits from teaching metacognitive strategies and awareness. We suggest some practical strategies later in the chapter.


	
Classroom practice

Listening-as-Modelling
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A lot of classroom time needs to be devoted to listening in general (through the types of interactions described in Chapters 3 and 4) as well as teaching students how to listen. This implies spending less time on testing and producing right or wrong answers, and more time helping students interpret the stream of sound and developing strategies for successful listening. This helps give them confidence and takes the fear factor out of listening.

Students who struggle with listening often say they are just hearing a meaningless stream of sound, with just the occasional word or phrase popping out. So a key aim is to help them develop the ability to decode the message, in particular to break it down into words and multi-word units (chunks). Below are examples of classroom tasks which operate at the different processing levels Field (2009) described.

 

Phonemes and sound-spelling correspondences (phonics)


	Spot the foreign sounds: provide students with a list of words or a sentence. As they hear you or a recording, they highlight any sound that does not exist in L1, by underlining/circling the relevant part of the word. This activity is very useful for enhancing awareness of how the L2 written and sound systems relate to each other. 



e.g. (French) sœur ; père; famille; grands-parents; moins.


	Spot the silent letters: give students a list of sentences like the one below and read them aloud. The task is to highlight the letters that have not been pronounced by the teacher because they are silent in the L2. 



e.g. (French) Manon et Jacques sont employés à Paris


	Minimal pairs: pronounce two words containing very similar sounds, or which students may mistake for homophones, and they need to spot the correct spelling. 



e.g. (French) moi / moins;  bon / bonne;  achète / acheté.


	Spot the mistake: provide students with a series of words. Pronounce all the words correctly but one. They spot the mistake in each word series. 



 

Syllables

Remember that syllables are basic building blocks of language. They fall between phonemes and morphemes or words in language structure. 

 


	Broken words: give students a list of words with missing letter clusters. The missing parts may be provided separately.) The words chosen could belong to the same semantic field. You could even dictate the words.



French: man___ ; ch___ ; ___mpignon; b___re; v___ 

Options:    oux  cha  oi   in  ger  eu  ie  eux.

 

German: Mäd____, Möglich_____, geh___, ___gangen, Fussballspiel_;  

Options:    en   chen   keit   s   ge   schaft   er   

 


	Syllables bingo: give students a list of 10 syllables and ask them to copy six of them in random order, e.g. into a grid with two rows and six cells in total. Play bingo, calling out words which contain the syllables. The first to get three in a row wins the first round. The first to get two rows wins the second round. Look at the example below for Spanish with six syllables and a set of names to read aloud.



 



	
Syllables


	
ge


	
ja


	
jo





	
go


	
gu


	
ga





	
Names

 


	
Juan, Gustavo, Jaime, Gertrude, José, Gabriela, Gulta, Corina, Gonzalo, Jorrin







 

Words


	Listen and re-arrange: (for complete beginners). Provide a series of four or five words or short sentences. Read the words in a different order to the one given to the students, who rearrange the words accordingly. 




	
e.g. (French) 


	
Students’ series:


	
chambre, lit, armoire, tapis, mur; 




	
 


	
Teachers’ series:


	
 mur, armoire, chambre, tapis, lit.







 


	Gapped sentences with multiple choice: a classic word recognition task. Read out sentences and students fill gaps selecting the correct word from a choice of three or four provided alongside. Using tongue twisters and songs for this kind of activity can make it more fun. 



 


	Listening slalom: Give students a grid like the one in Table 2.3. As you read aloud a series of L2 sentences or short paragraphs, they select an item from each column. The columns can contain distractors which will never be heard. Students use the coordinates or draw a line between each word or chunk to record what they hear. This is suitable for near-beginners, but can be made much more challenging if they have to transcribe what they hear.



 

Table 2.3 Listening slalom game for lexical retrieval



	
 


	
1


	
2


	
3


	
4





	
a


	
I go


	
I play


	
I never do


	
I never play





	
b


	
tennis


	
to the beach


	
football


	
pilates





	
c


	
rarely


	
occasionally


	
quite often


	
every week





	
d


	
because


	
even though


	
because it is


	
but





	
e


	
very hard


	
relaxing


	
it is boring


	
it’s fun





	
f


	
I often play


	
I often go


	
I play cards


	
I never swim





	
g


	
healthy


	
exhausting


	
it’s tiring


	
and fun





	
h


	
I often


	
I never


	
play netball


	
as it’s fun





	
i


	
and fun


	
and tiring


	
and competitive


	
and boring







 

Syntax

The process of breaking down the parts of a sentence to understand it is called parsing.

 


	Partial dictation (for parsing). These can be used to focus students on morphology and syntax by omitting from the gapped text a key part of the target structure. For instance, imagine teaching the perfect tense of French verbs; you could gap all the auxiliaries to draw attention to these forms. Another example involves word endings in highly inflected languages, which could be gapped to draw attention to the gender and number of nouns/adjectives or to verb tenses and/or conjugations.

	Parsing grids. These can be used in combination with partial dictations, except they focus more explicitly on grammatical terminology. Below is a French example where students complete the boxes on listening to sentences 1 to 3 read aloud (see Table 2.4). Field (2009) points out that this task can be used with high-frequency groups of words. In this case, you would stop during one such group and students guess the word that follows.



 

Table 2.4 A parsing grid

 



	
 


	
Subject


	
Relative pronoun


	
Verb


	
Proper noun


	
Verb


	
Intensifier


	
Adjective





	
1


	
Mon frère


	
 


	
s’appelle


	
Marc


	
 


	
très 


	
fainéant 





	
2


	
 


	
qui


	
 


	
Louise


	
est


	
 


	
radine





	
3


	
Mes parents


	
 


	
 


	
Julien et Sandrine


	
 


	
assez


	
 







 

Intonation

 

Track the pitch. This makes students aware that stress and pitch can mark the ends of meaningful chunks or whole sentences, which helps to segment the message.


	Read aloud short paragraphs as students follow a transcript. Use rise and fall of pitch to indicate the ends of word groups and sentences.

	Students mark with upward or downward-facing arrows what they hear your voice doing.

	Show them your version with arrows on the board, modelling it once more.

	Students read the same paragraph aloud in pairs, evaluating each other’s performance.



 

Dictation tasks

The following tasks (adapted from Wilson, 2008) will help teach students how to decode carefully and improve their phonics skills. 


	Grading dictation




	Dictate some personalised sentences of the type I get up at 6 o’clock.

	Students transcribe the sentence, adding an adverb of frequency to evaluate the statement, e.g. never, occasionally, sometimes, often and always.

	Display the sentences and ask students how they graded the statements.




	False facts dictation




	Dictate some sentences, each one containing a false fact. The sentences could relate to general knowledge, or something recently studied in class.

	Students transcribe and try to underline where they think the error is.

	Display the sentences and ask students what the factual problem was in each case.




	Dictogloss. This widely used activity is a kind of supported dictation which works as follows. The teacher reads a short text several times and students try to produce their own version as close to the original as possible. This can be done individually or in pairs or small groups.



 


	Running dictation. Short paragraphs of L2 text are posted around the walls of the classroom in roughly six locations (to avoid overcrowding). Students work in pairs. One partner rushes to a location, memorises as much text as they can, returns to their partner, the scribe, who writes down what the fetcher has remembered. When the pair think they have finished the whole text they can bring it to the teacher who checks the work for accuracy. The pairs can swap roles at some point of the teacher’s choosing.



 


	Delayed dictation. This is a zero-preparation activity which develops important processing micro-skills: holding chunks of language in short-term memory, along with decoding and transcription skills. 




	Say a sentence students are familiar with, or that contains at least 95% comprehensible input, and tell them to 'hold it inside their heads'.

	As they do this, make funny noises or utter random L2 words to distract them for a few seconds. 

	Finally ask them to write the sentence on mini-whiteboards and show their answers.



 

Delayed dictation and running dictation are especially good for generating mental rehearsal of language – remember that rehearsing in working memory is more likely to build long-term memory. Other strategies to encourage mental rehearsal are:


	Wait-time: leaving a few seconds after a question before eliciting responses. 

	Delayed choral repetition: leaving a few seconds, then asking the class to repeat on an agreed signal. 

	Delayed copying: showing a piece of text, giving the class a chance to study and memorise it, then removing the text for a few seconds and asking them to write it down.



Using metacognitive strategies

We have seen that metacognition is about reflecting on and monitoring the listening process. The Listening-as-Modelling (process) approach aims to develop students’ self-monitoring skills, namely their ability to:

 


	identify their general strengths and weaknesses in specific areas of general listening competence, e.g. ability to concentrate at length, skill at recognising words in the sound stream, watching the speaker;

	monitor and evaluate their performance in the above areas and in specific tasks, e.g. skill at transcribing words and phrases, ability to hear inflections;

	develop independent strategies to tackle any identified weaknesses, e.g. practising specific tasks such as transcription; 

	make a long-term effort to work on identified weaknesses, e.g. keeping a listening diary, keeping a tally of how specific issues (e.g. anxiety levels; problems with a specific task-type) evolve over time;

	work independently, planning their practice to take advantage of their own learning preferences, e.g. using video or audio, choosing favourite subject matter.



 

To train students in metacognitive strategies, ideally there needs to be a planned programme consisting of several phases. 


	A modelling phase where a strategy is demonstrated. The ‘thinking aloud’ method works well in this respect. For example, I’m going to show you how we use our knowledge of L1 to help work out the meaning of a difficult word.

	A scaffolding phase where the strategy is practised with reminders from the teacher. Let’s listen to this. Try out your strategy and I’ll help you along.

	An autonomous phase where reminders are withdrawn. Okay, try on your own now.

	An evaluation phase during which the success of the strategy is assessed. How did you find that? Do you think that strategy helped you? Could you use it in the future?



 

Given the limited time we have available with classes, metacognitive training is best done in small doses as part of other communicative language work to encourage self-monitoring. Here are three simple examples:

 


	Help students spot intonation patterns by showing a text, reading aloud and using choral repetition to demonstrate how pitch and stress affect meaning.

	Demonstrate how certain key words and phrases give strong clues to meaning, e.g. but, however, on the other hand.

	In French, help students spot where words start and end, or liaise, by reading aloud sentences and getting them to do the same. Remind them to be aware of this when doing listening tests.



Sources of listening

As teachers, we are the number one source of input with the unique ability to fine-tune the language students need by instantly adapting to their reactions, slowing down the pace, repeating, separating words and using intonation to support the listening. We can check understanding simply by asking students to do a 'thumbs up' or using a system of coloured cards to show if they are following - green equals yes, red for no. So when conducting teacher-led speaking, e.g. with questions and answers, keep in mind that the main value is in the listening input provided.

Other good sources are the textbook (if you have one) and its digital content, songs, carefully selected audio and video material from the internet and interactive websites. Films are very useful, but they should be chosen primarily for their linguistic accessibility (clarity and speed) rather than their content, unless the goal is primarily cultural. A subtitled film which ticks both boxes is ideal. 

A native speaker language assistant can provide excellent additional support, although they may need some training in adjusting their speech to a suitable level, working perhaps in tandem with you in front of the class. The students will have experienced a limited range of language with you as the primary source, so it could be confusing if another speaker departs from that. Additionally, the assistant can record short passages on the topics being taught.

Two practical points: (1) when using an audio or video source, if possible, make sure the treble control is set to maximum and the bass to minimum. This will make speech clearer and (2) do whatever possible to make the classroom as acoustically favourable as it can be; a lot of hard surfaces and high ceilings will reduce clarity. Large examination halls are usually inappropriate for listening tests.

The length and complexity of listening sources will obviously increase with the level of language skill. There is some debate about the importance of listening sources being authentic, e.g. spoken at natural speed, with different accents, from sources designed for native speakers. (Widdowson (2003) uses the term authentic differently, referring to the “specific ways in which language is made communicatively appropriate to context” (p. 93).) Our view is that, in the early stages, authenticity in its first sense need not be a concern. Even with advanced level students, genuinely authentic texts (e.g. radio reports or TV programmes) are too hard to decipher without thorough preparation. Examinations and course books use studio recorded, slowed down versions of authentic material, usually in ‘standard' accents and this makes sense. The sensible approach is to start with slow, easy language, giving students confidence. We can then gradually build the length and level of difficulty over the duration of the course. 

Narrow listening

Stephen Krashen (1996) coined the phrase narrow listening, which means listening to a range of speakers talk about the same topic. This produces, in Krashen’s terms, roughly-tuned input. For near-beginners and intermediates the same general idea has been adapted by Gianfranco, but by having students listen to a series of short extracts, each of which recycles very similar language. In this way they hear the same chunks and patterns recycled multiple times, the aim being to make them easier to recall and use fluently later. This kind of repetition is described in the research literature as input flooding. 

As students listen to each short paragraph read at least twice, they complete a range of exercises such as true/false, matching (who said what?), sentence completion or error spotting. The same sort of exercise can be carried out with reading texts (narrow reading). Table 2.5 shows four texts on which various exercises can be designed, e.g. matching, true/false, translation, correcting false statements. Recycled chunks are shown in bold.

 

Table 2.5 Narrow listening



	
Miriam My name is Miriam. I'm 14 years old. In my opinion I lead a healthy life. I'm a vegetarian, I don't drink a lot of alcohol and I'm active. I eat a lot of fruit and vegetables, except bananas. I hate them! I sleep at least eight hours a night. I play sports at school, and I am a member of a dance club. I do modern dance with friends twice a week. At weekends I go walking and cycling with my parents occasionally. I never drink alcohol.

 


	
Karim. My name is Karim. I’m 15 years old. I think I lead a healthy life for someone my age. I am very athletic. For example, at weekends I play basketball, football and table tennis. I am a member of a basketball club in my neighbourhood. As for food, I think I eat pretty well. Not too many burgers and fries, but I love pizza. Other than that, I eat very little fruit and vegetables, except cabbage and cauliflower. 





	
Victor. My name is Victor. I'm 14 years old. I think I don't lead a very healthy life. I eat too many burgers, fries and sweet things. I do a little sport at school, but other than that I do exercise occasionally. I stay in my room and I play video games. I only sleep five hours a night. My parents say I have to go out to exercise, but I'm too lazy. But I don't smoke and I never drink alcohol

.


	
Susanna. I am Susanna. I'm 12 years old. In my opinion, I lead a healthy life because I eat a lot of fruit and vegetables, I exercise and I sleep well every night. My favourite activity is dancing. I am a member of a dance club. I go twice a week with my friends. That's great. I do ballet. Other than that, I don't eat a lot of meat, but I'm not a vegetarian. I love fish, rice and pasta. My parents let me taste wine occasionally.







Interpersonal listening

Sometimes called two-way listening, this is where students listen as part of dialogues with the teacher or other students. Much of the listening input they receive is delivered in this way. 

 

Storytelling from a picture sequence

 

This example of an interpersonal listening task is from Smith (2023). A simple set of pictures (see Figure 2.1) can be sources of a great deal of interpersonal listening and storytelling. A typical teaching sequence could go as follows:


	Read aloud the narrative, in the first person (past, present or future), pointing to the images.

	Repeat, along with choral repetition. Focus on one line at a time, until students are confident.

	Make true/false statements based on the same narrative.

	Make false statements and ask students to correct what you said.

	Ask L2 questions to elicit first person responses.

	Hide some of the images and elicit the story again.

	In pairs students can recreate the narrative, perhaps alternating one sentence at a time.

	With some classes, students can then narrate the story to each other without using the images.

	Produce a written version of the narrative for further exploitation in various ways, including written tasks.



 

Note how many repetitions there are of common chunks of language. A lesson of this type may look like a speaking lesson, but in fact its main purpose is to provide large amounts of comprehensible listening input.
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Figure 2.1 Listening and speaking based on a picture sequence




Independent listening

At an advanced level students can use the internet to do independent listening. Try assigning a task a week. Students select their own area of interest and are guided to relevant sites. The task could consist of listening, writing a brief summary of the content in L1 and producing a short bilingual glossary of new words. This could include songs with transcribed lyrics from their preferred genre. This type of task also encourages students to be autonomous learners as they use top-down knowledge of their chosen subject to help with understanding. Listeners can benefit from captions and transcripts on YouTube. 

Immersion

The traditional way of providing a quantum leap in listening performance is to offer an immersion experience in the language, e.g. an exchange visit, a study trip or immersion weekend. Evidence suggests this is the single most important thing we can do to raise listening proficiency, not to mention oral proficiency and general motivation. Failing this, native speakers can be invited into school to talk about a topic or their life in general. A bilingual student in the class could perform a similar role. Alternatively, you could ask advanced students to come and talk to beginners in L2. This also lets them see what they could potentially achieve in the future. Or why not set up a film club for advanced students or take them to see L2 films or plays? See Chapter 15 for more about running exchanges.

Task-based listening

Listening can easily be incorporated within a task-based language teaching (TBLT) methodology, but with the main emphasis on listening rather than speaking. TBLT is about trying to reproduce goal-centred, meaning-focused language tasks. Here is an example based on Conti and Smith (2019). This follows the format: pre-listening, while-listening and post-listening (see below).

 

The Price is Right

Language focus: comprehension of numbers, real estate vocabulary and prepositions.

 

Preparation: prepare some slides depicting images of houses taken from estate agent websites.

 

Pre-listening: it is assumed the class knows numbers from 1-100 and a range of simple relevant vocabulary and prepositions. If necessary, review these on the board before the game, e.g. using translation or a matching task with L2 words on the left, L1 on the right. Ensure students are confident with this vocabulary before proceeding. Introduce some new vocabulary as you go along, particularly given that the items will













	Pre-teaching or brainstorming some key vocabulary to be heard in the text; an odd-one-out exercise could be done.

	Predicting what is likely to be heard, e.g. displaying some statements and asking students to predict which ones are likely to apply.

	Delayed dictation of a small number of chunks from the text.

	Reminders of metacognitive strategies they can use, e.g. warning students that distractors are used in assessment tasks. 

	Dictating to students in L2 the questions they will be asked. This prepares them for the content and develops their transcription skills.

	Displaying an image related to the theme of the text as a source of discussion in L1 or L2. Note that even doing this in L1 prepares students for what is to come and gets them ready for what they will hear. This acts as an aid to later recall.







	True/false (adding ‘not mentioned’ adds difficulty and is useful for assessment purposes when three options results in a more reliable result).

	Vocabulary to find (Find the Spanish for...)

	Ticking off true statements from a list.

	A bilingual glossary of words and phrases to complete.

	Questions in L1.

	Content re-ordering. Students reorder sentences or paragraphs.

	Correcting false statements.

	Sentence completion (either the start or end of a sentence).

	Gap-filling (cloze) using letters, syllables, words or chunks. This can be done either with or without visible options.

	Note-taking in L1 or L2. L1 requires mental translation, while L2 relies partly on transcription, without necessarily total comprehension.

	An information grid to complete in L1 or L2.

	Questions in L2.







	A discussion about what students found easy and hard and how those difficulties might be addressed (metacognition).

	A follow-up reading or writing task on the same theme, recycling the language heard.

	A focus on a grammatical pattern encountered in the text, e.g. there may have been confusion caused using the passive voice or a verb tense.

	In pairs, students report to each other their answers and any problems they had.

	Reconstructing parts of the text using the ‘aural gap-fill’ technique, where the teacher starts a sentence and students must complete it.
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