
Teaching Listening
By the end of the session you will:
• be more aware of the difficulties 

learners have with listening
• be able to use strategies to 

address these difficulties
• have an extra idea or two to add 

to your teaching repertoire



Stages of a listening lesson - CELTA style
1.  L_____ I__
2.  P_______ V___________
3.  S___  G_____ T_____
4.  G_____ T_____
5.  P_____ F__________
6.  C______ F_________
7.  S____ D______ T_____
8.  D________ T_____
9.  P_____ F________
10.  C_____ F________
11.  F______ U__  T____

Has the way you approach

listening in class changed 

since your initial teacher

training course?  How?





Why do students find listening so difficult?

• Fluent speech is like a 
motorway pile up. I got a potato clock

I got up at 8 o’clock.

‘scuse me while I kiss this guy’
‘scuse me while I kiss the sky’

It’s hard to recognise speech
It’s hard to wreck this beach



Some features of spoken English

Elision

She sat next to the wall

Assimilation

Tony’s a heart breaker

She sat necks to the wall Tony’s a harp breaker



Some features of spoken English

Intrusion

He doesn’t have an original 
idea in his head

Chunking

Do you know what I mean?

He doesn’t have an original 
eye deer in his head



Why do students find listening so difficult?
• Fluent speech is like a 

motorway pile up.
• It is a bewilderingly complex 

cognitive process.

Listeners have to pick up 
acoustic signals, re-
imagine them into 
words, then turn the 
words into meaningful 
sentences.
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Why do students find listening so difficult?
• Fluent speech is like a 

motorway pile up.
• It is a bewilderingly complex 

cognitive process.
• English pronunciation and 

spelling are notoriously 
irregular.

• Regional accents, to an 
untrained ear can be quite 
incomprehensible!

‘I’m sorry but that was just a noise!’



What makes a good listener?

1. Good listeners are worldly listeners
2. They bear with ambiguity
3. They question the completeness of their understanding
4. Good listeners identify specific areas
5. Good listeners listen between the words
6. Good listeners think ahead
7. They focus on what is valuable
8. They listen to different things in different ways



Is it worth teaching listening strategies?

• Although these strategies sound obvious, 
students do not always transfer them from 
L1 into L2.

• They also need to find ways to cope when 
faced with elements above their current 
level.



What makes a strategy teachable?
1. Recognition - The students must recognise 

there is a problem and realise they need to take 
action.

2. Exemplification - The teacher must be able to 
exemplify the strategy and show that it is 
effective.

3. Repeatable - The students needs to be able to  
incorporate it into their armoury for dealing with 
such problems when they arise in the future.



Strategies for students to use
• Read and predict – read the questions before listening, predict answers 

based on world knowledge and linguistic knowledge (is it a verb, 
adjective, noun?).

– Discuss the subject and how the speaker might view it. 
– Use KWL charts (know, want to know, learnt)
– Get students to do a gap-fill exercise before they listen.
– Choose your gaps carefully, collocations, adjacency pairs, idioms.

• Pick out salient points - give authentic tasks that require listening for 
detail.

– Use train timetables, cinema listings info etc.  Give students different tasks while 
listening.

• Take notes – give students practice in writing shorthand
– Use texts with phone numbers, addresses + factual texts, lectures



Strategies for students to use
• Approximation - Help students make a guess based on phonetic 

approximation.
– Use news broadcasts containing names of people and places.

• Key words – Listen for key words in a lexical set.
– Songs lend themselves well to this.

• Clarification – teach phrases to ask for clarification.
– Use live listening to give students opportunities to use them. 

• Reconstruct - Use dictogloss activities.
– Get students working together, evaluate their own success.

• Listen for transition – teach linking devices.
– Pause after you hear the expression, what comes next?



How can I teach these strategies?

‘Take a recording for a walk’
• A strategy used by researchers called a ‘think aloud protocol’.

• Students talk about how they are solving a task during the activity.

• Pause the recording at certain points and talk about how you are 
dealing with it in relation to the exam question.

• This shows students the strategies in action.



An example

• ...The speaker mentioned cowboys.  What country might she be 
talking about?  Maybe the US?  Let’s hear a bit more...

• ...She said ‘guns’.  That word has a similar meaning to a word in the 
question.  What word is that?  Ah, yes, weapons...

• ...The speaker just said ‘on the one hand’.  She’s going to give an 
opinion and then what will she say?  She’ll say, ‘on the other hand’.  
What comes after ‘on the other hand’?  A contrasting opinion...



More practical ideas
• Use the tapescript...

– What words were difficult?  Why?  Identify connected speech.
– Give students the tapescript minus punctuation.  Ask where they think the 

pauses are likely to be; get them to identify chunks in spoken language.

• Dictation
– Dictate short sentences, get students to count the words to decode the 

chunks into words.
– Dictogloss - recognition of weak forms, contractions, chunking and 

connected speech.
– Running dictation / Chinese whispers – which words were misheard?  

Why?



Dictogloss example
• When I was a child, I used to go on holiday 

in the South of France.  We’d always stay 
on a campsite by the sea.

• When I was a child, I use to go in 
holiday in South French.  We always 
stayed in a camping next the sea.



Foster post-listening discussion with your students

Wilson, M. (2003) ELT J 
Discovery Listening – 
improving perceptual 
processing p.343

Amy Braid (2011)



Adapting the course book

Soars, L. & J. (2003) 
New Headway Intermediate (The 
New Edition) pg. 44  
Oxford University Press



Adapting the course book
A. You live in Scotland and want to go walking in the mountains.

B.  You are on holiday in the north of France and are thinking of going for 
a picnic.  You don't know whether to go to the coast or inland.

C.  You live on the southern coast of England and want to go sailing.

D.  You are in Spain and want to go to the beach.

E.  You are on holiday on the south coast of France and want to eat out 
for dinner.  You would really like to eat outside.

F.  You are going to northern Italy on a business trip and don't know what 
clothes to pack.



Preparing students for exams

• Ensure they know exactly what is in the test.
• Make sure they know where to write the answers 

and how long the exam is.
• Do several practice tests in exam conditions.
• Go over the answers to demystify the exam, get 

students to justify their answers, including correct 
ones.



To sum up…
• Raise awareness of what happens when 

we speak.
• Give students strategies they can use 

independently to help their listening.
• Give students as much practice and 

exposure to authentic material as possible.
• Encourage students to practise outside the 

classroom.



Getting students listening



Becoming a better teacher of listening

• Develop your own materials, including 
anecdotes – use live listening.

• Experiment – use different materials, 
textbooks, authentic material, use different 
tasks, technology.

• Talk to your students about listening, ask 
about the strategies they use.



Further reading

Wilson, J.J. (2008) How to Teach Listening   
Pearson Longman



Thank you for listening...

Thank you for listening!


