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Module to develop learner autonomy in
listening comprehension
Felicity Harper
Weston Sixth Form Colleqe, Weston-super-Mare

INTRODUCTION

The module that follows emerged from action
research in to how to improve achievement  in
listening comprehension in A level French in the
context of a two-year course at Weston Sixth Form
College. This resulted from a recognition that the
means I had been using to develop this skil l  had
not hitherto adequately prepared my students for
t he  l i s t en ing  comprehens ion  exe rc i ses  i n  t he
examinat ion.  My interest  in  th is  area was a lso
fuel led by the opportuni t ies af forded by the
refurb ishment  of  the language laboratory.  The
ease of recording material and the possibil i t ies for
self-paced work presented a means of integrating
listening work in class much more effectively than
previously.

I took as the departure point for this enquiry
the d isappoint ing resul ts  of  the second-year A
level French students in their mock examinations
he ld  i n  Janua ry  2000  i n  t he  l i s t en ing
c o m p r e h e n s i o n  e x e r c i s e s  i n  t h e  O C R
Contemporary Society paper 1999. These students
had,  s ince the beginning of  thei r  course,  been
a f fo rded  the  fo l l ow ing  oppo r tun i t i es  f o r
developing l istening skil ls:

Self-study outside language classes
.  ind iv idual  l is tening us ing commercia l ly-

produced material which accompanies the
A level  course,  consist ing of  a range of
exercise types commensurate with the arms
of the examination

.  ind iv idual  l is tening us ing t ranscr ipts  as
c loze  tex t s ,  i . e .  d i r ec t  t r ansc r i p t i on  o f
missing items as heard (as compared with
the cloze exercises set in the examination
which require manipulation of what is heard
to fit grammatically into a reworked written
summary of the tapescript)

' individual l istening as part of commercially
produced self-study language courses (e.g.
Breakthrough Further French)

' individual listening with Fun with Texts, an
IT package which enables the teacher to
design various text manipulation exercises.
Tapescr ipts  have been entered in to the
programme and students can listen to the
casset te and complete the exerc ises on
screen with immediate feedback.

Within the language classroom
'  c l ass  l i s t en ing  i nc lud ing  a  range  o f

exercises commensurate with the aims of
the OCR syllabus

' class l istening with cloze exercises using
transcriptions.

Despite the opportunities for self-study, students
had failed to use their t ime for l istening practice
cons i s ten t l y .  I  i n te rp re ted  th i s  as  l ack  o f
motivation and took responsibil i ty for fail ing to
provide that motivation. The key questions I asked
myself were:

l .  Why  have  the  s tuden ts  no t  improved
suf f ic ient ly  in  l is tening comprehension
during their course?

2. Why have they not taken advantages of
the opportuni t ies af forded to them for
private study either at home or in college?

3. How can I change this for the future?

Most l istening extracts were played to the whole
c lass  and  i nd i v i dua l  l i s t en ing  ac t i v i t i es  we re
"relegated" to private study. There was no attempt
made to integrate pre-listening activit ies and no
attention paid to developing learner autonomy in
developing l istening comprehension skil ls. Nor did
I  seek methods to help learners to overcome
psychological  barr iers to at tempt ing l is tening
exercises, which they admitted they found difficult,
by addressing issues surrounding motivation. In
short ,  I  had no st rategy.  ln  terms of  my f i rs t
question, I believe that the approach I was using
failed for several reasons:
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" l  needed to
develop a
properly
thought-out
strategy to
approach
the teaching
of l istening
comprehen-
s ion . "

1) Playing the extract to the whole class did not
enable equal  access to learn ing some
s tuden ts  unde rs tood .  some  d id  no t .
No th ing  more  was  ga ined  f rom the
exper ience and learners were unable to
identify what they had learned, if anything.

2 )  S tuden ts  we re  no t  exposed  to  enough
listening material.

3) Differences between English and French
(pronunciation, stress, intonation) were not
made explicit to learners, so they continued
to be unable to identify word boundaries
and to ident i fy  the i l locut ionary force
behind utterances in which they understood
the individual words.

4 )  S tuden ts  we re  no t  t augh t  t o  recogn i se
discourse markers in order to focus their
attention on when they needed to l isten and
what could be discarded.

5) Students were not encouraged to bring to
bear any prior knowledge of any sort.

To my second question I formulated the following
answers:

l) The absence of a strategy to teach listening
comprehension reduced the importance of
the sk i l l  in  the eyes of  the learners,  as
evidenced by their failure to do l istening
activit ies in their own time.

2) I failed to provide motivation by enabling
lea rne rs  t o  see  tha t  t hey  we re  mak ing
progress and that there were methods they
could employ to develop l is tening sk i l ls
more effectively.

3)  I  a l lowed l is tening pract ice to be thei r
respons ib i l i t y .  S ince  o the r  sk i l l s  we re
expressly practised and discussed in class,
this allowed them to believe that l istening
was less important and possibly that what
was being done in class was adequate.

FORMATION OF STRATEGIES

In order to answer my third question, I needed to
deve lop  a  p rope r l y  t hough t -ou t  s t ra tegy  to
approach the teaching of l istening comprehension.

Within the context of a European Co-operatton
Programme with which I was involved, I had read
about the concept of learner training, which seeks
to develop self-awareness in learners, so that they
are able to select learning strategies in order to

approach a given task. One of the examples given

i n  t h e " l i t e r a t u r e  I  r e a d  w a s  a b o u t  l i s t e n i n g

co.mprehension tasks and the use of  advance
o rgan i se rs  (D i ckenson ,  1992 ) .  Th i s  read ing
coincided with the refurbishment of the language
laboratory at the Sixth Form College, which is based
in the languages classroom itself. This allowed
for ease of access and individual student control
o f  l i s t en ing  ma te r i a l ,  a  f ac to r  wh i ch  pe rm i t s

students to increase the number of pauses in the
l is tening mater ia l ,  which is  ident i f ied by Bret t
( 1999) as more important than speed in determining
levels of comprehension.

I  r e c o g n i s e d  t h a t  t h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e

development of a learner training programme to

enable my students to develop effective l istening

sk i l l s  needed  to  be  comb ined  w i th  a  be t te r
understanding of the process of l istening itself,
so  I  began  read ing  abou t  t each ing  l i s t en ing
comprehension. In my reading I discovered that

l istening comprehension is often a neglected skil l
in terms of teacher development (Oxford, 1993); I

was pleased, therefore, to be able to try something
in the c lassroom which might  be unusual  and
which might be beneficial to my colleagues.

THE MODULE

Based on my understanding of learner training and
available research into l istening comprehension, I

developed the following scheme to be tested in
practice over the course of about fourteen weeks.

STAGE 1
Students practise and evaluate teacher-determined
strategies for l istening comprehension in a familiar

context. These activit ies are largely teacher-led.

Familiar vocabulary and context: holidays.

Familiar schemata and script: radio advert for
hol idays.

PREPARATORY PRE-LISTENING

TASK PURPOSE
read one-page holiday brochures, identifying
imperatives and stylistic devices

to familiarise learners with the lexical field

and raise awareness of the stylistic devices

used in such promotional material

rewrite more formal holiday brochure in a
more dynamic, attention{atching style, using
previous brochures studied as examples
(commensurate with the style of radio
advert)

practise using vocabulary and stylistic
devices appropriately and raise awareness
of the concept of "register" in wdting

produce own holiday brochure in a similar

stvle

practise using vocabulary and stylistic
devices appropriately to express own ideas
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IMMEDIATE PRE.LISTENING

TASK PURPOSE
look up meanings of  a l is t  o f  "phrases which
wi l l  be heard"  ( i .e .  d iscoursemarkers and
lexical items)

help learners to identify similarity between
L1 discourse style and L2 discourse style for
the same discourse type (publicity material)

brainstorm as class possible answers to
questions (means of transport, sports, etc.)

help learners to bring to the fore prior
knowled ge and possibl-e vocabulary

LISTEI\ING

TASK PURPOSE
listen to the whole extract all the way
through and tick off the phrases as heard
(bot tom-up)

help learners to associate sound with
spell ing; help learners to begin to recognise
word boundar ies and ( impl ic i t ly)  become
familiar with the stress pattern; help
learners to recognise discourse markers and
focus on informationcarrying material

l isten closely to the extract completing the
ut terance in which the above was heard
(bot tom-up)

help learners to recognise discourse markers
and focus on information-carrying material;
help learners to become aware of
compensation strategies; help learners to
associate sound with spell ing; help learners
to identify word boundaries and become
familiar with the stress pattern

listen for the answers to the questions,
referring to the possible answers previously
suggested ( top-down, scanning;
pr ior-knowledge)

help learners to focus on l istening for
specific information and to use prior
knowledge effectively

listen for which of several towns were
ment ioned ( top-down, scanning;
pr ior-knowledge)

help learners to associate sound wi th
spell ing; help learners to recognise word
boundar ies

cloze sentences - l i teral transcription with
first letter of words given (bottom{lp)

help learners to identify word boundaries;
help learners to associate sound with
spell ing

listening for whether statements were true or
false (scanning and then skimming)

help learners to l isten to find out specific
information; help learners to use pre-
identif ied phrases and vocabulary to aid
comprehension

cloze text - l i teral transcription of single
words (bot tom-up)

help learners to identify word boundaries;
help learners to associate sound with
spell ing

IMMEDIATE FOST-LISTEI\ING

T A S K PURPOSE
check answers with transcript allow learners to confirm answers by

reading

discussion:  how did you get  on? allow learners to share feelings of
frustration and success; inform teacher of
which areas caused diff iculty; allow teacher
to gauge levels of enthusiasm; allow for
feedback on why some tasks were more
diff icult than others

identif ication of clozetest errors (-> contrast
aspirated English / t/ with norraspirated
French / t/ and ease of confusion between
/ t l  / d /  a n d / n / , e t c .

allow learners to pinpoint specific
sound/ spell ing correlations and
interference of L1 in understanding

encourage learners to keep a record of
transcript errors to learn from

allow learners to begin to take control of
their learning - their own errors; encourage
learners to feel that they can use their errors
for improved performance in the future

ZI| No26Autumn2oo2
II

23



F HARPER

POST-LISTENING

TASK PURPOSE
write own script for a radio advert for the
holidav advertised in own written brochure

encourage learners to re-use language from
the listening extract and from the reading
and writing tasks, incorporating vocabulary
and s{listic devices appropriately

record script, making it as authentic as
possible

encourage learners to concentrate on what
the L2 sounds like in terms of intonation
and stress patterns and how this differs
from the LL

listen to another student's advert, make notes allow learners to listen again to similar
vocabulary, discourse markers and stylistic
devices

"telephone" sfudent requesting a brochure
(pay attention to pronunciation)

allow learners to concentrate on how L2
sounds; raise learners' awareness of the
difference between two discourse tyPes

individual written feedback from teacher on
own radio advert (pronunciation, granunar,
intonation, stress, etc.)

provide personal feedback for learner

individual feedback shared with other
students in teacher-led discussion

allow learners the opportunity to share what
they did well and which areas they need to
improve; allow learners to learn from each
other

whole class listens to two student radio
adverts and contrasts intonation (very
English -> more French)

allow learners to actively identify what
makes for an authentic-sounding L2 speech;
enable learners to identify differences
between L1 and L2 with reference to stress
patterns, pronunciation, intonation, etc.

"telephone" other student to comPlain about
the difference in the reality and what was
promised in the brochure and radio advert
(re-use phrases; practise intonation of
complaining)

allow learners to re-use the vocabulary and
restructure the stylistic devices in a way
appropriate to a different discourse type

record own conversatioo listen carefully -

how authentic is it? does it sound French?
Why (not)?

enable learners to concentrate on what they
sound like as speakers of L2 and in which
ways their L1 is interfering

use sample letters to write to other student
complaining as above (re-use phrases)

allow learners to re-use the vocabulary and
phrases in a different register and become
aware of the concept of register

STAGE 2 as required.

Developing learner-autonomy (meta-cogni t ive Fami l iar  vocabulary and context :  hol idays wi th

approaches). Students start to identify appropriate parents.

l istening behaviours and to design pre-listening Familiar schemata and script: interviews with

act iv i t ies in  a fami l iar  context .  These act iv i t ies are young people about  thei r  feel ings towards

designed for the students to do with teacher help holidays with parents.

PREPARATORY PRE-LISTENING

TASK PURPOSE

translate English text into French become familiar with topic-related
vocabulary and register

compare French translation with original

French

identify interference of LL with L2; become

aware of differences in language structure

between L1 and L2
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SELF-CONTROL TRAINING: REFLECTION ON STAGE 1 AND ITS APPLICATION TO LEARNING

T A S K P U R P O S E
In the target  language,  the teacher leads a
discussion which seeks to:
1)  Remind the learners of  the tasks they d id
2)  Encourage the learners to ref lect  on

what  they learnt  f rom them
3) Help the learners to recognise the

pu rpose  beh ind  each  task

to  deve lop  awareness  o f  the  cogn i t i ve
s t ra teg ies  used to  fac i l i ta te  and prac t ise
l i s t e n i n  g  c o m  p r e h e n s i o n

The teacher  exp la ins  to  the  s tudents  tha t
they  are  go ing  to  l i s ten  to  one or  more
i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  y o u n g  p e o p l e  a b o u t
h o l i d a y s  w i t h  t h e i r  p a r e n t s  a n d  h a v e  t h e
task  o f  des ign ing  a  s imi la r  "scheme o f
work"  to  tha t  fo l lowed in  the  prev ious
l i s ten ing  modu le .  They  shou ld  des ign  tasks
w h i c h  w i l l  m a x i m i s e :
a  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  o f the  l i s ten ing

m ater ia l
o retent ion and future recal l
o  appropr iate appl icat ion of  the

vocabulary and st ructures encountered
in the l is tening text

They wi l l  work in  pai rs  on th is  and present
thei r  scheme to the c lass on f l ipchar t  paper,
wr i t ing the task in  French and expla in ing i ts
purpose ( in  French as far  as possib le) .
The c lass wi l l  then d iscuss the suggest ions
and  come to  an  ag reemen t  abou t  wh i ch
tasks to do

to enable learners to apply cogni t ive
strategies ( i .e .  to  develop metacogni t ive
strategies;  se lect ing appropr iate st rategies to
approach g iven tasks)

STIJDENT SELECTION OF STRATEGIES

T A S K P U R P O S E
students ident i fy  ( in  pai rs)  possib le
pre- l is tening exerc ises to act ivate pr ior
know ledge  and  evoke  schemata  and  sc r i p t

to help students to focus on the need for
pre-listening exercises
to enable learners to recognise that  they can
select  for  them selves appropr iate Pre-
l is tening exerc ises

s tudents  des ign  ( in  pa i rs )  l i s ten ing  exerc ises
which  invo lve  l i s ten ing  fo r  d i f fe ren t

P u r P o s e s

to  help learners to focus on &re fact  that
d i f ferent  l is tening exerc ises develop
di f ferent  sub-sk i l ls
to help learners to focus on the fact  that  we
l is ten for  d i f ferent  purposes and that  we can
ta i lor  the way we l is ten to that  purpose
to g ive learners contro l  o f  thei r  learn ing

students design ( in  pai rs)  post- l is tening
exerc ises which seek to consol idate thei r
learn ing

to  he lp  learners  to  focus  on  the  impor tance
of  pos t - l i s ten in  g  ac t iv i t ies
to  he lp  learners  to  recogn ise  tha t  they  can
des ign  fo r  themse lves  the i r  own pos t -
l istening activi t ies

students present  thei r  "schemes of  work"  to
the rest  of  the c lass for  d iscussion

to st imulate fur ther  d iscussion on the
reasoning behind task select ion

class decides together ,  us ing the suggest ions
made,  which tasks they wi l l  actual ly  do

to  he lp  s tudents  to  se lec t  f rom a  var ie ty  o f
o p t ions

teacher prepares mater ia l  as appropr iate to
support  thei r  tasks

to  enab le  s tudents  to  comple te  the  tasks ,
and,  a t  th is  s tage,  to  reassure  learners  tha t
they  are  be ing  suppor ted  in  the i r  work

learners  work  th rough the i r  "scheme o f
w o r k "

to  enab le  learners  to  t ry  ou t  the  s t ra teg ies
they  have se lec ted

p o s t  " s c h e m e  o f  w o r k "  e v a l u a t i o n to enable learners to assess the suitabi l i ty of
the i r  s t ra teg ies
to  enab le  the  teacher  to  ga in  feedback  f rom
the learners  on  the  who le  p rocess  o f  se l f -
des igned schemes
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