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WHAT’S TO COME

1.
2.

How is listening typically ‘taught’?

What problems do learners typically encounter when
trying to decode natural (and fast!) L2 speech?

What are the phonological characteristics of natural
English speech that make it a challenge for learners?

How can listening skills be better taught?
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Pre-listening:

e activate schemata around the context of the listening text

e pre-teach key vocabulary

While-listening:

* Global comprehension (extensive) — listen for the gist meaning and answer
guestions on context and attitude of speakers

 Detailed comprehension (intensive) — listening for specific information to complete
a variety of tasks

Post-listening:

* Focus on language patters / functional language drawn from the text and/or
unfamiliar lexis

* Follow up productive skills task related to the content of the text

 Often makes use of the transcript



CRITIQUE OF THE CURRENT APPROACH

Listening vs reading
 Almost an exact copy of the approach to reading
* This is problematic due to the distinct differences between spoken
and written language (more on this to come)
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CRITIQUE OF THE CURRENT APPROACH

Testing not teaching

Current methodology doesn’t really provide systematic instruction on
how to become better listeners.

Instead, a typical listening ‘lesson’ resembles a test: learners answer
guestions with right or wrong answers and often are given a score.

The usual advice to learners who struggle with listening comprehension
is to ‘listen more’.

The focus is on the result rather than the process as little focus is paid
to what makes listening challenging.

Miscomprehension is often put down to not knowing enough
vocabulary.
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CRITIQUE OF THE CURRENT APPROACH

Unauthentic listening texts

* Audio recordings mostly don’t demonstrate authentic speech:
* recorded in a studio
e scripted
* careful speech
e often sound unnatural

 However, more recent textbooks have attempted to rectify this such as
having more natural dialogue and getting the voice actors to sound as
natural as possible, such as by using connected speech
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CRITIQUE OF THE CURRENT APPROACH

More practice
* When learners struggle with listening, they’re often advised to ‘practice

more’
* Although exposure to the L1 is beneficial, it doesn’t tackle problem of
why learners don’t understand well, that is, they can’t decode what

they hear even if their vocabulary is strong.



The Challenges of
Understanding
Native Speech




LISTENING VS READING

Sight and sound

e ‘sight substance’ = “the visual, graphic shape of words, phrases, sentences
and paragraphs in writing that we see using our eyes.”

e 'sound substance’ = “the auditory, acoustic shapes of words, word
clusters, speech units and longer stretches of’ speech that we hear, using
our ears.” (Cauldwell, 2018)



LISTENING VS READING

Visible Invisible
Remains in place Disappears almost instantly
Spelling - stable Many soundshapes

Reader can control reading  Speech speed difficult for
speed the listener to control
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FLUENT SPEECH

Other characteristics of fluent speech
* Disfluencies — often edited out of coursebook recordings
* Drafting phenomena — most speech is spontaneously and added to

piece-by-piece

Written sentence — tidy and fluent:

He ran all the way to the station.

A version loaded with drafting phenomena would look more like this:
Well, um, | mean, it was like he kind of like ran pretty much all
um the way to, you know the, bus-stop, sorry not the bus stop, |
meant to say the station.
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THREE STREAMS OF SPEECH

GREENHOUSE GARDEN JUNGLE

citation forms connected speech fast, unruly, messy

heard in isolation word boundaries sounds squashed /mangled
pauses before and after affect sounds difficult to determine where

preceding / Vs one word starts and another
N subsequent sounds begins



THREE STREAMS OF SPEECH

i NEVer DID IT 1 NEVer diditin i NEVer diiin COLLege
IN COLLege COLLege
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ELT AND THE CAREFUL SPEECH MODEL

ELT is comfortable with the Greenhouse and the Garden

e Teaching is almost exclusively restricted to the domains of the
Greenhouse and the Garden

* There is a focus on rules and notions of correctness, and it is believed
that “it should be as closely related to the sight substance as possible.”
(Cauldwell, 2018)

* The Spontaenous Speech Model is neglected, either because it is
challenging to understand, or teachers don’t know how to handle it
and present it to learners.
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MENTAL REPRESENTATIONS OF WORDS

* The brain stores a lot of information about a word:
* its meanings (denotation and connotation),
* its likely neighbours (collocations),
e its likely grammatical contexts (colligation)

e But it also stores forms of a word / chunk:

* its written shape in the sight substance and its soundshapes in the
sound substance

* The sight substance of a word dominates learners’ mental representation
of it — we have a clear mental picture of how the word looks in the sight

substance.

* Therefore, there is a strong association between the spelling and the
citation-form soundshape. ELT is heavily biased towards this form.
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SOUNDSHAPES

e The term pronunciation often carries connotations of ‘correctness’

* Soundshape refers to the multiple phonological forms a word or
chunk of words can take in fluent speech

*  Many coursebooks may highlight a limited set of connected speech
features such as elision, assimilation, intrusion, etc., as well as
about weak forms.

e  More accurately, spontaneous fluent speech, but rather clusters of
blended words which a busts of sound that are difficult to isolate.

that's gonna be / one of the / MAIN reasons /i THINK



MULTIPLE SOUNDSHAPES

and

able to
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PHONOLOGICAL PROCESSES

* Linking rules — intrusion
* my eyes /j/
* law and order /r/
e you are /w/
* Dropping sounds — elision
e | can’t /ka:/
* Blending and blurring sounds — assimilation
* handbag /ha™bag/
* words can lose their middles

e actually /ektfli/ ~ /ek(li/
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PHONOLOGICAL PROCESSES

and then PEOple had to be RUSHED down the MOUNtain because

* and then becomes anen — an example of’ d’eth-drop
» people loses its final syllable and becomes a single syllabic peep — an example of tail-
clip

* had to be rushed becomes very close to had to rush — an example of a blurring which
makes grammatical distinctions (here, active vs. passive) unclear

rushed down has only one [d], and therefore becomes rush down — an example of a
D.R.Y ('Don’t Repeat Yourself’)

down sounds close to dan /dan/ — an example of a smoothie

mount- sounds close to muhn /man/ — another example of a smoothie

mountain loses -tain and becomes mount —another example of a tail-clip



A Way Forward for Teaching
Real Listening Skills:
LISTENING DECODING




WHAT DO LEARNERS NEED?

... our goal as teachers of listening is to help our learners understand fast
messy authentic speech ... The spoken language our learners need to
comprehend is much more varied and unpredictable than what they need to
produce in order to be intelligible ... The goals for mastery are different
Celce-Murcia, M. Brinton, D.M. and Goodwin, J.M. (with Barry

Griner) Teaching Pronunciation 2nd Edition. Cambridge University Press
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DECODING AND UNDERSTANDING

Decoding = being able to recognise the words that occur in the sound
substance

Understanding = the interpretation of the meanings conveyed by the
speaker

L1 listeners or at least expert L2 listeners can operate without
having to work hard at decoding.

 They can extract meaning with an automaticity

 Most ELT resources for listening take the approach to work at the
level of understanding

* ltis (perhaps?) expected that decoding skills will be acquired as a
by-product of successful work on meaning.
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DECODING AND UNDERSTANDING

“Most people speaking their native language do not notice either the
sounds that they produce or the sounds that they hear” (Shockey, 2003)

“Most native speakers are totally unaware of such simplification
processes and are often surprised (or even shocked!) when these are
pointed out to them.” (Collins & Mees, 2013)

 Consequently, L1 listeners are unreliable informants.

* |f you ask how they pronounce words such as and, bid and of they 'will
give the rare citation (accented) forms ... rather than the more
common ... [weak forms]’ (Gruttendon, 2014)



THE BLUR GAP

Cauldwell (2018) has devised the term The Blur Gap to refer to
the gap between what expert listeners believe they hear —
typically, whole words in their Greenhouse citation forms — and

what the sound substance actually contains — often only rough
hints or slight traces of words.
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THE DECODING GAP

* The decoding gap = the gap between what the L1 and expert listeners believe they hear
and what learners actually encounter

 Where decoding is a challenge, learners encounter the faint traces and rough hints of
the Jungle and therefore have a direct experience of the untidy forms in the acoustic
blur of speech.

* They face the following problems:
1. They hear a mush of a continuous stream of sound substance
2. They cannot reliably match the mush to words they know
3. They consequently do not understand the speaker's meaning

* But the biggest problem they face is the fact that — because of the blur gap - teachers,
textbook and course book writers cannot share their experience of the mush. This is the
problem of the decoding gap (Cauldwell, 2013).
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THE SYLLABUS

* A syllabus which focuses on the word as the unit of teaching would need to
accommodate very many more soundshapes for each word than just the
citation (Greenhouse) form.

* This is because part of expert knowledge of a word is the ability to
recognise it in all its soundshapes.
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METHODOLOGY

e The Botanical Walk

* Word-crusher : - . > :

01 ba BAM ba ba ba ba BAM ba ba baa
02 (crush) BANG! (crush) BANG! (relax)

03 SO ALL the way to the STA tion in fact

-’ 4 3 ]
(crush) BANG! (crush) BANG! (relax)

01 | never did it in high SCHOOL

02 i never did it in HIGH SCHOOL
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METHODOLOGY

* Levels when using recordings LEVEL
] meaning
2 words
3 sound substance

e Each of these levels can be probed using three different guestions:
1. What did the speaker mean? '"We’ve turned down the invitation’
2. What words did the speaker say? 'Sorry we can’t came tomorrow’
3. What were the soundshapes? kangkum or khankum

— 'Can come’ or ‘Can’t come’?
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METHODOLOGY

e Gap-fills
* even though i1t 1s for READ1ing
1. READing
2. |--11--1--1--1READIng

3. e Ith It Ii |f | READing
* Dictations



CURRENT METHODOLOGY FOR A SKILLS LISTENING LESSON

Pre-listening:

e activate schemata around the context of the listening text

e pre-teach key vocabulary

While-listening:

* Global comprehension (extensive) — listen for the gist meaning and answer
guestions on context and attitude of speakers

 Detailed comprehension (intensive) — listening for specific information to complete
a variety of tasks

Post-listening:

* Focus on language patters / functional language drawn from the text and/or
unfamiliar lexis

* Follow up productive skills task related to the content of the text

 Often makes use of the transcript



THANKS!

QUESTIONS?
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