


10 The Role of Questions in the
leaching of Listening

10.1 Introduction

A major aspect of any language-teaching methodology is how the teacher
checks comprehension. Often, this is done by asking students questions
based on the texts. In listening, there is no simple correlation between the
student’s answering a question correctly and the level of comprehension
achieved by the student. As we will illustrate in this chapter, depending on
the way the question is asked, and the type of response accepted, listeners
can demonstrate a wide range of comprehension ability. Where it is clear
that they have not understood, this provides an indication of where teaching
intervention is needed. It is through the teacher’s skillful use of different
question types and formats that learners are guided to develop effective
listening.

Teaching listening has often been confused with festing listening. As
questioning plays a major role in listening tests, teachers have often focused
on preparing learners for tests in class instead of helping them develop
effective listening skills. While reading the rest of this chapter, the reader
should keep in mind that we are talking about teaching listening, not testing
listening. Testing listening skills is the subject of Chapter 11.

10.2 Models for Integrating Questions While
Teaching Listening

In the early language-teaching methods, the focus was very much on finding
out how much information the listener could recall through direct question-
ing. In this product approach (Figure 10.1), the spoken text was presented,
listeners “paid attention” to the message, and they were asked questions to
check their comprehension. If they did not respond correctly to the teacher’s
questions, the tape was often played again, and again. Some students were
never happy with their ability to listen to the oral text and constantly wanted
it replayed in case they had missed something. The teacher encouraged
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Model1

Spoken Text > Learner’s Comprehension > Questions and Answers
Input

Figure 10.1 A product approach to using questions in listening

Model 2a

Prelistening Input While-Listening Postlistening

Set Scene > Spoken Text - Listening Comprehension > Questions and
Focus Qs Answers

Focus Strategies

Figure 10.2a A process approach to using questions in listening

Model 2b

Prelistening  Input While-Listening Postlistening
Set Scene > Spoken Text > Listening Comprehension - Comprehension
Focus Qs Evaluation
Focus Strategies \Z v v

Check Check Check

Figure 10.2b Using questions to develop listening skills

this focus on repetition by not clearly stating at the onset of the task exactly
what the students were supposed to listen for.

As methods for teaching English developed, a more focused approach to
teaching listening emerged. In a second model (Figure 10.2a), the teacher
sets the scene first and possibly gives students reasons to listen, i.e., the
focus questions or strategies. Then, while the students listen, they can focus
on parts of the message that eventually become part of the postlistening
questioning activity. Whereas the first model is more like a test, the second
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model, or process approach, begins to help students develop their skills and
strategies for listening.

In an adaptation of the second model (Figure 10.2b), the teacher may
set up comprehension-checking activities that would help learners monitor
their understanding of the text. These types of while-listening activities not
only help the learner follow the text, but also highlight where problems
might exist. A variety of questioning techniques can be used throughout
these checking phases. The outcome of this method is that, by the end of
the listening period, the learners are evaluating their comprehension more
than testing any ability to remember aspects of the text. The main difference
between models 1 and 2 is that in model 1 the focus is only on postlisten-
ing questioning and is product-based, whereas in model 2 the process of
listening is considered with the pre- and while-listening questions.

Task 1

Examine one exercise from a listening textbook. First prepare the exercise to
fit with model 1; in other words, prepare a list of questions that can be asked
after students have heard the text. Then, with the same listening exercise, try
to prepare questions based on model 2a or 2b. Consider which comprehension
skills are developed in each approach.

10.3 Question Types
10.3.1 Display Versus Referential

One of the most important distinctions to be made in regarding the types
of questions asked during listening comprehension activities is between
display and referential questions. A display question asks the learner to tell
the teacher something that the teacher already knows. For example,

Q: How many people are having the discussion?
A: 3 (The teacher knows this and there is no other correct answer.)

This type of question is asked for several reasons:

* To ease the learner into the listening activity. (Display questions are often
easier than referential questions.)

¢ To check basic understanding before proceeding to more complex issues
in the text.

¢ To motivate weaker learners to take part in the lesson.
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Table 10.1 Display and Referential Types of Questions

Display Questions Referential Questions

Short answer Open answers

Yes/no questions Summarizing

True/false Retelling (Note: The teacher does not know how the
Multiple choice student will summarize or retell, and these
Gap-filling retellings may be done in a number of ways.)

Information transfer
Rearranging pictures

Referential questions are questions to which the teachers does not have a
definite answer. For example,

Q: How do you think Mary felt when she saw her house had been burgled?

The learner can answer in a variety of ways. Although the teacher may
be able to predict some of the types of answers that might be given, it
is up to the learner to choose how to answer the question. Table 10.1
shows the types of questions often associated with display and referential
questions.

Task 2

Look at one unit from a general textbook. Identify all the listening exercises
(there may be more than you think) and examine the types of questions that
accompany them. Make a table to show how many display and how many
referential questions are in the unit.

10.3.2 Focused Versus Open

In some situations, the teacher will help the learners focus on the details
of the listening text so as to encourage more discrete listening strategies.
Here, the questioning is focused. For instance, if the teacher wished to help
learners develop the ability to discriminate between /p/ and /b/, a simple,
minimal pair task could be set up where the teacher asks learners to say if
the word in the text has a /p/ or a /b/ sound. The general question would be
“What’s the sound?” Or, if the two sounds are written on the board, “Is it
the sound in column 1 or column 2?” Questioning like this helps focus the
learners’ attention on specific aspects of the text, which may otherwise be
missed, or may be of use later on in the listening task.
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Table 10.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Using Focused
and Open Questions

Type of
Question Advantages Disadvantages
Focused e They help learners focus on e They need to be prepared in
questions discrete item processing. advance.
e They alert learners to possible e They are sometimes overused,
problems in pronunciation. so the learners lose the overall
e They give learners a sense of sense of the oral text.
achievement, as they usually e They promote the
have only one correct answer. “play-it-again-Sam” syndrome
e They help learners focus (i.e., students are never happy
attention on form. with their comprehension and
ask for many repeats of text).
e They do not usually portray
how we listen in our L1, unless
in special circumstances like
taking a message on the
telephone.
Open e They are easy for the teacherto e They often do not have any
questions devise. correct answer.
e They can be used at any part of e They require creative thinking,
the listening activity. which some students may find
e They require more effort on the difficult in the L2.
part of the learner. e They may result in no answer
e They can liven up a lesson. from shy learners.
e They allow learners to take e They might slow the pace of the
some control of their learning. lesson down if learners
e They show the learner that disagree on an answer.

his/her responses are valued by
the teacher.

Open listening is likely to follow when a teacher asks learners to try to
grasp the overall picture of a text. For example, the teacher says, “Listen to
how Jerry talks about his holiday. Why do you think he enjoyed it so much?”
The learner may continue to use focused listening strategies to answer this
question if specific words from the text are used in the answer, but the
student is also free to infer meaning from the tone of Jerry’s voice and to
use imagination in answering the question. Open listening activities often
help learners develop overall general listening strategies, and these types of
questions often have more than one correct answer. There are advantages and
disadvantages to using both focused and open questions (see Table 10.2).

Focused and open questions are often used in conjunction with an oral
text, although it is more common to find more focused questions in lower
language level activities and more open questions in higher levels. This may
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be because learners at higher levels can express themselves in the target
language more easily and hence are more likely to be able to answer open
listening questions.

Task 3

Take any activity from a listening textbook. What kind of listening does the
activity help the learners develop? Use the information in Table 10.2 to reflect
on the effectiveness of the activity. Discuss your ideas with a partner.

10.3.3 Pre-, While-, and Postlistening Questions

The type of questions asked in a listening-based lesson very often depends
on the stage of the lesson. There are three main phases in a listening lesson:

1. Prelistening — preparing students to achieve the most from listening.

2. While-listening — challenging and guiding students to handle the in-
formation and attitudes of the speakers during the listening.

3. Postlistening — reflecting on the language of the listening (sounds,
grammar, vocabulary, inferencing, etc.) and applying understanding
and interpretation.

With prelistening questions, the teacher is usually trying to get students
ready for the listening activity. Here, both closed and open types of questions
can be used to activate the students’ schemata for the while-listening part
of the lesson. The types of questions here will focus on

e eliciting background knowledge that may help in contextualizing the
listening;

* checking whether pictures or diagrams are understood;

¢ checking whether students understand how the while-listening activity
should be done.

The level of preparation and checking questions will vary depending on
the level of the students and activity difficulty. In intermediate listening
activity on, say, travel, the teacher may use some of the follow types of
questions:

Q1: Has anyone traveled to Spain before? (open)
Q2: What was it like? (open)

Q3: Who else has traveled to Spain? (open)

Q4: Can you tell the class what it was like? (open)
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Look at the picture on page 8 of your textbook (picture of a flamenco
dancer).

Q5: What can you see in the picture? (focused)
Q6: What is she wearing? (focused)
Q7: Can you describe what the man is wearing? (focused)

We are going to listen to Virginia, who has just returned from a holiday
in Spain. Lets listen to what interesting things she saw and did. While you
listen, make some notes to remind yourself later.

Q8:  What will you listen for when I play the tape? (focused)
Q9: Will you write down everything Virginia did on her holiday? (focused)
Q10: Why are you going to make notes? (focused)

During the while-listening section of the lesson, the students’ attention is
directed toward the activity. The type of questions the teacher asks here will
guide students to develop either their focused or general listening skills.
Not all the information in a listening activity needs a question. Indeed,
if a teacher attempts to exploit fully all the listening activities in a text-
book, there will be little time left in a language course for any other skill
development.

Teachers commonly play a tape or video more than once for students.
At each playing, different types of questions may be asked. For instance,
in our listening lesson of Virginia’s trip to Spain, the teacher may play the
tape twice: once for the students to listen and make notes about Virginia’s
experiences, and a second time for them to check their notes.

Listen to Virginia talking about her trip to Spain.

Q11: Do you think she enjoyed herself or not? (open)
Now listen again to the tape and try to make some notes.
Q12: What things did she enjoy? What things did she not enjoy? (focused)

In the postlistening section of a lesson, the teacher attempts to exploit
and extend the information the students heard in the while-listening sec-
tion of the lesson. The questions here generally are more open or refer-
ential, with the intention of using the information in a more individual
way.

Q13: So who has not been to Spain but would like to go there now? Why
would you like to visit Spain? (open)
Q14: Would you visit the same places as Virginia visited? (open)



The Role of Questions in the Teaching of Listening 191

Task 4

Look at a listening activity and decide on the types of questions that can be asked
in the pre-, while-, or postlistening stages of the lesson. If the activity already
has specified questions, decide whether they are closed or open questions and
what kind of replies you would expect from students.

10.3.4 First Language Versus Second Language

If learners in a class have the same language background, and if the teacher
shares the L1 with the class, some consideration should be given to whether
the learners should be allowed to answer questions in their L1. If, as men-
tioned in section 10.3.2, extensive questions are used more with learners at
upper language levels because those students can express themselves more
easily in the target language, what might result if we removed the L2 barrier
for lower level students? We should consider asking these students more
extensive questions in class also.

Language teaching methods have at various points in their development
tried to use the target language exclusively. But the reality of most language
teaching situations is that nonnative English teachers teach homogenous
groups of learners. In such circumstances, it might be appropriate to allow
learners to use their mother tongue to express what they understand in
second language listening tasks.

Task 5

Look again at the exercises you examined in Task 2. What would be the effect
if you allowed the students to answer the questions in their L1 (assuming, of
course, that you also speak their L1)?

10.3.5 Form Versus Function

Sometimes teachers will want to focus the learners’ attention on the lan-
guage form (e.g., regular and irregular past tenses) in a listening task; at
other times, on the language function (e.g., how requests are made). In
a situation where understanding the relationship of time is an issue to



192 Second Language Listening

comprehension, it is appropriate to ask some type of form question. For
example,

Listen to the tape and tell me if Mary still drives a red car.

(In the tape it states that she drove a red car for many years.) Some early
methods of language teaching suggested that learners should not be “given”
the rules of the language but should guess their meaning through listening
to the context. There are, however, many instances in oral texts where the
learners’ comprehension of grammar is important to the overall comprehen-
sion to the text. To constantly challenge the learners to try to work out the
rules for themselves is to set up extra barriers to their learning and possibly
slow down the comprehension process.

Focusing on the structure of the language all the time, though, would
result in boring listening exercises. In some cases where authentic spoken
text is used, it might also result in more confusion than is necessary (see
the differences between spoken and written texts in Chapter 4). When lis-
tening to get an overall impression of a scene, or when listening for fun, the
questions the teacher might ask could have more to do with the function of
the language (or paralanguage) than with the structure of the text itself. The
following are questions that focus on function:

Q: Do you think his reply was polite? Why?
Q: So how did she begin the conversation?

Theteacher needs to consider when it is important to focus on questions of
form and when to ignore the structure and focus on questions that will elicit
responses that deal with the functional use of the language. For instance,
some teachers spend more time with beginners and elementary learners
helping them listen to the forms of the language, whereas more time will be
given to listening to the functional uses of the language with higher level
learners.

Task 6
Look at any activities from a listening textbook. Decide whether the questions
that accompany the activities focus on form or function.

10.3.6 Visual Supported Questions Versus Nonvisual
Supported Questions

Giving the learners some visual support while they listen to a spoken text en-
ables them to comprehend the text better and answer questions more easily.
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Visual support can mean watching the speaker talk (watching a video in-
stead of listening to an audio recording) or looking at some textual support,
such as a diagram or chart. For instance, while watching a video, the learner
can pick up textual clues to help in forming answers to the teacher’s ques-
tions. The learner then may be able to participate in the feedback session
more than if only an audio cue were present. While using a textual support,
the teacher can check comprehension by nonverbal means:

Q: Look at the map. Where was the man when he lost his wallet?

The learner can respond by pointing to the location on the map and hence
demonstrate comprehension.

If the learner is encouraged to answer questions without reference to any
graphic or textual material, the situation is more cognitively demanding than
one in which the learner has some visual support. In this context, the types of
questions the teacher asks should allow for loss of memory, or the learners’
inability to express themselves clearly in the L2 (see earlier discussion).
Initially, short display questions or Yes/No answers may be preferred.

Task 7

Examine a selection of listening activities from any general textbook. Look at
the supporting visuals (if any). How do the visuals support comprehension? If
there are no visuals to support a listening activity, prepare some (e.g., simple
drawings on the board will help).

10.3.7 Individual Versus Group

Often when we think of asking questions in class, it is the teacher who asks
and one student who responds. This type of individual work is important
and very often is used effectively at the beginning of lessons to get things
started. However, the type and number of questions asked can be changed if
the learners work together to find the answers. Allowing learners to work in
groups increases interaction and may increase the types of responses they
make. If the teacher sets up listening tasks in which the learners’ attention
is focused on certain aspects of the text, and then they work together in a
group to discover the answers, several things happen:

1. The focus is completely taken off testing comprehension and is placed
on checking and evaluating listening.

2. Learners who initially have an incorrect answer may find out why they
were wrong. In open class question/answer sessions, the teacher rarely
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asks every student what he or she thinks the answer is to a question
or allows discussion of why some answers are correct and others are
not.

3. The teacher can set a variety of questions at different levels of diffi-
culty. Then those students who can answer more challenging questions
will help the members of their groups get the correct answers.

4. Learner cooperation is enhanced, and the focus is not on the teacher as
role model for providing corrections to questions. Instead, classmates
help each other.

5. Groups can be encouraged to go beyond the questions provided by
the teacher and develop their own questions to answer in their groups.
This may lead to the development of better listening strategies.

Task 8

Look at an extensive listening activity from a general textbook. With a partner,
prepare a series of questions that encourage students to cooperate in finding the
answers. Also consider the instructions you will give to the students to get them
started on the task.

10.4 Questions and the Pedagogical Model

In this section, we suggest what we consider the most suitable types of ques-
tions for each of the eight dimensions in our model of listening (Chapter 6).
Table 10.3 gives a summary of the dimensions and question types. It should
be noted, though, that nearly any type of question can be asked for any of
the dimensions — this is where the skill of the teacher comes in. The ticks in
Table 10.3 suggest the types of questions that most easily lend themselves
to developing listening in these dimensions. We have shaded in the other
boxes to illustrate that it might be more difficult to use this type of question.

There are a few points to note in Table 10.3. First, the L1 and L2 can be
used in any context to ask any type of question. This will depend on the
level of the learners, the context in which the question is asked, and even the
school policy on which language can be used in class. Second, an individual
or a group can be asked questions from all eight dimensions. Here it may
be a matter of either the teacher’s personal preference or group dynamics —
some students like working together whereas others do not. Third, all types
of questions are suitable with the individual and strategic dimensions. In
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these dimensions, the learners have more control over the type of listening
they employ to gain comprehension, and consequently, the teacher should
expose the learners to as wide a range of question types as possible in order
to encourage them to develop different listening skills.

Our table is really only intended to illustrate the most productive types
of questions that can be used with each dimension. For instance, referential
and extensive questions lend themselves more to helping learners develop
critical, cross-cultural, and intertextual dimensions than display or intensive
questions do. In the cross-cultural dimension, if, after listening to an oral
text on good writing habits, we ask a learner a Yes/No question such as

Q: Is plagiarism bad?
A: Yes.

we do not know whether the learner is simply making a guess at the an-
swer or actually understands what plagiarism is. A better demonstration of
comprehension would be to ask a referential question:

Q: Why is plagiarism bad?

On the other hand, when we consider the strategic dimension, answering
a display question may be appropriate as a way for learners to illustrate that
they used a strategy.

10.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have briefly examined the use of questions in developing
listening skills. Using questions to develop comprehension should be seen
as different from using questions to test listening. There are many types of
questions that teachers can use, and each type of question helps learners
develop more extensive listening skills. The types of questions need to be
chosen to suit the listening dimensions being developed, and we suggest
using different types of questions within the framework of the pedagogical
model.

10.6 Discussion

1. We state that teaching and testing listening are separate issues. Explain why
you agree or disagree.

2. Look at the two models for developing listening presented in Section 10.2.
Discuss with a partner any variations you can make to these models.



The Role of Questions in the Teaching of Listening 197

. Look at Table 10.2. Add to the list of advantages and disadvantages associ-
ated with focused and open questions.

. For a monolingual context you are familiar with, what is the official policy
of using the L1 in the classroom? Where does the policy originate? Why do
you agree or disagree with the policy?

. How important is visual support to the development of listening skills? Can
we effectively develop listening skills without visual support? Why or why
not?

. Look at Table 10.3. Why would the dimensions represented by the shaded
areas be more difficult to develop listening questions for?
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11.1 Introduction

In this last chapter, we present some of the main ways in which listening
can be tested. Many of the types of questions associated with testing also
appear in the teaching of listening (see Chapter 10). However, there are
significant differences, or at least there should be, in how we ask questions
to elicit comprehension and how similar types of questions are asked to
test comprehension. This chapter on testing listening is necessarily brief;
more complete discussions can be found in Brindley (1998), Buck (2001),
Heaton (1990), Oller (1979), and Thomson (1995).

Buck (2001) tells us that there have been three historical developments
in testing listening. These developments correspond to the theories of lan-
guage learning and the different methods used to teach English over the
past 60 years or so (see Chapter 1). These are the three approaches (see
Table 11.1):

¢ the discrete-point approach
e the integrative approach
* the communicative approach

The discrete-point approach is derived from structuralism and behaviorism.
The focus here is on the identification of isolated items of the language. That
is, separate parts of the language are tested independently of each other;
for instance, segmental phonemes, grammatical structures, and lexis are
all treated as separate entities. The types of tests that can be used with
the discrete-point approach are phonemic discrimination (identifying dif-
ferences between phonemes), paraphrase recognition (reformulating what
was heard), and response evaluation (responding appropriately to what was
heard). The assumptions behind this type of approach to testing listening
are that spoken text is the same as written text and that individual parts of
the language can be isolated and tested. This is clearly not what listening is
about, which the eight dimensions of our pedagogical model demonstrate.

198
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Table 11.1 Listening Test Types

The Discrete-Point Approach

Test Type Test Description Example
Phonemic Minimal pairs: Learners ~ Choose the words with the /p/
discrimination tasks hear two words in sound in them:
which one phoneme is 1 2
different. They must pen Ben
identify the difference ball  Paul
in phonemes. bat Pat
Paraphrase Multiple choice: A Learners hear:
recognition context is given in this  Mary asked her mother for some
type of task. Listeners money to go to the cinema.
must reformulate what They read and choose one from:
they hear. (@) Mary wanted money to buy

Response evaluation

some new clothes.

(b) Mary wanted to see a movie so
she asked for some money.

(c) Mary asked her mother to go
with her to the cinema.

Multiple choice: Learners Learners hear:
try to respond to what Would you like to go shopping?
they hear. They read and choose from:
(a) Yes, okay.
(b) Yes, | have.
(c) It cost $200.

The Integrative Approach

Test Type

Test Description

Gap-filling exercises

Dictation

These types of tests assume that learners are able to fill in
missing parts of language based on what they already
know about the language. This is seen as reduced
redundancy, that is, the ability to make predictions as a
measure of language proficiency.

Gap-fill (also known as cloze) exercises are more commonly
associated with reading tests; however, a number of
material designers and teachers also use this technique to
test listening.

First an oral text is selected. Then the tester goes through
the text, removing certain words (often content words) or
randomly removing every fifth, seventh, or ninth word
from the taped text. Learners then hear the text and write
down the missing words. This can be done with or without
reference to the oral text in its written form (with blanks
where the missing words are).

It is claimed that dictation tests more than simple word
recognition and spelling (see Oakerhott-Taylor 1977). It is
seen as a synthesis of the speech perception process at
the phonological, syntactic, and semantic levels and as
such is an integrative testing technique.
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Table 11.1 (continued)

The Integrative Approach (continued)

Test Type Test Description

Dictation (continued) The technique is simple. The learners listen to an oral text
and write down what they hear. The passage may be
presented more than once, and it needs to be presented
in segments, or information units, so the learner has time
to process the language and write it down.

Sentence repetition This is a variation on dictation tests. In this case, though,
activities learners are not required to write down what they hear but
to retell what they hear. Often the tester will record the
responses and mark them later. This type of test is useful
for nonliterate learners or young learners whose writing
skills may not be well developed.

Statement evaluation Learners evaluate the truth of a sentence.

For instance, the learners hear:
When you go to the beach on a hot day you should drink
plenty of water.

They then agree or disagree with the statement.

Or they compare two sentences they hear and indicate
whether the second sentence is true or not.
(i) The bus was very late.
(ii) / took the bus and arrived at work on time.

Translation This may be seen as another version of a dictation test.
However, in translation the learner needs to listen to the
text in the L2 and write what is said in the L1.

With translations there may be more than one correct way of
expressing the concepts, so a system of being able to
identify main information units is suggested. Furthermore,
the tester needs to be bilingual to score such tests.

The Communicative Approach

Features of
Communicative Tests Description

Authenticity The most prominent feature of communicative tests is that
the text that learners are required to listen to and the
tasks that they need to perform, in response to the
message, must have some relation to real-world use.

Authenticity means different things to different people.
However, the test text needs to be taken from authentic
sources or contain features of real-life speech to be
considered authentic. Buck (2001:86) gives a good
example of this:

Students are given a blank form to fill in with information
about tourist events in London for a day. They listen to a
text in which someone from the Tourist Information
Office gives information about the types of day tours
available and the listener fills in the information

required to complete the form.
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Table 11.1 (continued)

The Communicative Approach (continued)

Features of
Communicative Tests Description

Authenticity (continued) Although the text is not completely authentic, it does
contain many features of spoken language (see
Chapters 2 and 3). The task required of the listener,
jotting down notes about the tours, may also be
considered somewhat authentic.

Purposeful listening Another feature of a communicative test is that there should
seem to be a real purpose to the listening. For example,
prior to listening to the test text, learners may be told that
they are going to arrange a day out with their classmates
and that they need to decide whether to aim for an indoor
activity or an outdoor one. By listening to the weather
forecast, they can then choose which activities are more
suitable for that day. The listeners then listen to the
weather forecast and choose from a list those activities
that they might do in the morning, afternoon, and
evening.

The information used in this table is explained in more detail in Buck 2001.

The integrative approach attempted to move away from the discrete mea-
suring of language items by testing more than one item of language at a
time. The main difference between the discrete-point approach to testing
and the integrative approach is that in the former, the product is the focus of
the assessment, whereas in the latter, the process becomes important. The
techniques used with this approach are mainly gap-filling exercises, dic-
tation, sentence repetition activities, statement evaluation, and translation
(see Table 11.1). With the integrated approach, listeners must process spo-
ken text and demonstrate that they understand the literal meaning of what
is said. The main criticism here is that this type of test does not move much
above the sentence level. Language is rarely tested in a wider context.

The communicative approach to testing attempts to account for listening
and understanding in a wide range of contexts. It takes as its main orienta-
tion a demonstration by the listeners that they are able to do something with
the information they have comprehended, that is, apply it to a wider commu-
nicative context. Language proficiency is seen as being able to demonstrate
a degree of communicative competence (Hymes 1972). The characteristics
of the communicative approach to testing follow (Weir 1990):

* The focus is on communicative performance as opposed to linguistic
accuracy.
 Tests replicate as closely as possible conditions of actual performance.
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¢ It is necessary to identify skills and performance conditions of language
use in specific contexts.

¢ The sampling of relevant activities is important.

¢ The authenticity of task and genuineness of texts is important.

¢ Unsimplified language is used.

¢ A range of tests according to communicative purposes is needed.

* Tests will closely resemble communicative teaching activities, except
that there will be no peer or teacher help.

Although the communicative approach is used extensively in teaching and
testing, there are some problems with it. There is an enormous number of
communicative events, and it is impossible to test them all. In addition, there
are many ways to react to a situation, many more than it is possible to test.
Being able to perform in one test situation does not necessarily mean that
the testee will be able to perform well in other communicative situations.
Furthermore, communicative tests are more difficult to prepare compared
with discrete-point or integrative tests. However, communicative tests have
had a significant influence on language testing in the past 30 years or so, and
the basis of this type of testing probably fits our pedagogical model best.
Two of the most important features of communicative tests that relate to the
model, authenticity (e.g., social) and purposeful (e.g., contextual) listening,
are illustrated in more detail in Table 11.1.

Understanding the approaches used in testing helps to frame our ideas
about what and how to test. In this short chapter, it is difficult to give a full
account on all the possible ins and outs of listening tests. However, it is
important to consider what to test, how to test, and what to measure in any
listening test.

Task 1

Use the information in Table 11.1 and examine a listening task in a general
textbook. If you wanted to use this task for testing purposes, which type of test
would you consider most suitable? What would you aim to test? Why?

11.2 What to Test

The type of listening test used will very much depend on the overall type of
tests being administered. In proficiency and placement tests, the focus is on
trying to discover what the learners know about the language. This is often
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done to determine which students to admit to specific courses. Therefore,
the test designer will prepare general listening-type test items. A number
of different test items are required for the learner to demonstrate overall
listening abilities. There should also be degrees of difficulty in the test
items, as the characteristics of such tests are to determine where the learner
is in terms of proficiency level with respect to other learners; in other words,
it is norm-referenced.

With achievement and diagnostic tests, the test designer has a different
job. An achievement test aims to measure what the learners know after a
course of instruction (i.e., how much learning has been achieved). A diag-
nostic test acts more like a needs analysis. The learners demonstrate what
they can already do, and then the course designer develops material to raise
their proficiency to the next level. Both achievement and diagnostic tests are
criterion-referenced. A criterion-referenced test means that learners are as-
sessed on a preagreed standard. They mustreach a certain level of standard in
order to pass the test. The learner’s test score is interpreted with respect to the
set criteria and is not measured against the scores of other students.

Once the type of test has been decided upon, the test designer can begin to
prepare test items. These may be similar to the types of questions discussed
in Chapter 10, so we shall not repeat them here. One point to note, however,
is that achievement and diagnostic tests usually take place within existing
language programs. Therefore, the teacher should use types of test questions
that the learners have been exposed to during the course. It would not be
appropriate to use certain types of questions in the teaching of a course and
then use completely different types of questions in the tests — basically, the
learners would then be tested on their ability to handle unknown testing
procedures.

Task 2
Refer to the question types in Chapter 10. Try to identify the most suitable types
of questions for proficiency, placement, achievement, and diagnostic tests.

11.3 How to Test

How a listening test is administered often depends on what the teaching
environment is like. In privileged educational environments, the teacher
most probably will have access to language laboratories or high-quality
sound systems. In addition to this, the classrooms will be comfortable,
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with little or no outside noise to disturb the learners. On the other hand,
many secondary school contexts, especially in developing countries, have
little or no technology available, and the physical conditions under which
the learners take tests may be challenging. Such schools need to marshal
whatever technical support is available and take steps to reduce the possi-
bility of external factors affecting the learners’ performance on tests. Be-
fore preparing listening tests, some of the following questions need to be
considered:

* What approach to testing will be taken?

* What type of test is being developed (proficiency, placement, achieve-
ment, diagnostic)?

¢ What technology is available or required?

¢ What will happen in case of technical problems? Is there a backup plan?

e Where will the texts come from? Will they be commercial, adapted, or
teacher-produced texts?

e Will the learners have access to visual support as well as the audio
message? How will this affect comprehension?

» Will the learners be presented with authentic texts or not?

¢ Will the learners listen to texts spoken by native or nonnative English
speakers?

¢ By means of what type of test items will learners demonstrate their
comprehension?

e Who will take the test?

* How many learners will take the test?

» Will the learners take the test as a whole group listening together, or in
a language lab with earphones?

* Who will supervise the test?

* What are the test conditions likely to be?

» Can physical factors that might affect performance be eliminated (e.g.,
closing windows, turning off noisy air conditioners)?

¢ How will the test be collected?

* How will the test be marked?

Task 3

Think about a listening test you can prepare for a specified group of learners
you are familiar with. How many of the preceding questions can you answer?
Are some easier to answer than others? Why?
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Table 11.2 A Selection of Tests and the Skills They Test

Description of Test Skills Tested

Learners listen to a description while they look at Listening

several pictures. They choose the picture that is being

described.

The learner has a conversation with an examiner or Listening and speaking

with other testees. The student’s ability to interact and

respond appropriately to the dialogue is measured.

Learners listen to a dialogue and then choose the best  Listening and reading
answers from multiple-choice statements.

Learners listen to a story and then write a summary of  Listening and writing
the story.

Learners listen to an oral text. They read questions Listening, reading, and writing
about the text. Then they write full sentence answers
to the questions.

11.4 What to Measure

In developing listening tests, the preceding checklist of questions may prove
useful. However, the test designer needs to consider seriously whether it is
only listening that the test measures. In many instances, the learners are also
tested on other skills. If students happen to be weak in, say, reading, this may
adversely affect their ability to demonstrate their listening skills. Table 11.2
lists some common types of tests that are used to measure “listening” but
that actually involve language skills too.

As can be seen from Table 11.2, it is very easy for the tester to think
that the only skill being tested is listening. However, the learner’s ability to
handle other language skills is also important and the success or failure of
the learner on the test may rest not so much with their listening ability but
with their reading, writing, or speaking proficiencies.

Thompson (1995: 4-5) outlines some factors to consider when preparing
listening tests:

* The closer the text is to oral rather than written text, the more appropriate
it is for testing listening.

* Visual support is particularly helpful for lower proficiency learners.

* Test passages should be short, around two or three minutes.

* Consideration should be given to the amount of prior knowledge that
learners may require to comprehend the text.

* Specialized vocabulary needs to be avoided in general listening tests.

» Simplifying oral texts does not necessarily help the learner.
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Table 11.3 Types of Test Validity

Type of Validity Description

Face validity This refers to whether a listening test looks like a listening test. If
a test looks like it has been designed to test listening skills, then
it has face validity. The easiest way to determine validity is to
ask colleagues to look at a test and tell you what it is measuring.
Their answers will either confirm or nullify the face validity of the
test.

Content validity This refers to the degree to which the test actually measures the
language it is intended to measure. With achievement and
diagnostic tests, the test items must be in the course content.
With placement and proficiency tests, the content should try to
measure different facets of listening (e.g., if a test had a lot of
phonemic discrimination but no items on stress and intonation, it
probably would not have high content validity).

Construct validity ~ This refers to the relationship of the test to the approaches of
language learning in a course. For instance, if a course approach
is based on behaviorism, then a communicative listening test
would not have construct validity.

Empirical validity Empirical validity is the relationship of the test results to some
other form of measurement, such as
- other valid test scores,
— teachers’ ratings,
— later performance on other tests.
In this way, if test scores match some other criteria for
measurement, the test is considered empirically valid.

¢ Inserting macro-markers may aid comprehension (e.g., Today [ am going
to talk about. . .).
* Speech rates that are very fast (above 200 wpm) should be avoided.

In any discussion about what is being measured in language testing, we
come across the words validity and reliability (see Heaton 1990 for a full
account of these terms and of preparing tests). Test validity refers to whether
the test appears to test what it is intended to test. If, for example, we ask
learners in West Africa to listen to a description of a Hawaiian wedding,
and the learner does not even know where Hawaii is, then we are testing
more than simple comprehension: We are testing world knowledge, the
ability to deal with a lot of new vocabulary, and unfamiliar concepts. Ta-
ble 11.3 illustrates the different types of validity we have to consider in test
construction.

Reliability refers to the consistency of the test. In other words, if two
different markers mark the test, will they get the same scores? Or, if the
same marker marks the test on two different occasions, will the result be the
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same? Or, if the testee takes the exam twice, will the scores be the same?
Some of the factors that can affect test reliability follow:

The number of test items. Is there a big enough range of test items in the
test to measure listening skills, or is the test a measure of only one aspect
of listening?

The administration of the test. s the test administered in the same way
each time it is given?

Test instructions. Are the instructions clear so that all testees can follow
them?

Personal/environmental factors. Are the conditions for taking the test
appropriate? For example, no one is sick, and the room is adequate for
the purpose of a test.

Scoring. What kind of scoring techniques are used? Objective tests —
tests that have agreed-upon answers — usually have higher reliability
levels than subjectively marked tests — tests in which individual markers
decide on the correctness of the answer.

Task 4

Look at the following ESP listening test, prepared for first-year university en-
gineering students. Is the test measuring listening only, or does it also require
the testee to use other language/knowledge skills? Do you consider the test to
be valid and reliable?

Notes to Teacher: The video is 11 minutes 40 seconds long. Show the complete
video twice. Follow this time frame:

First viewing (11 minutes 40 seconds)

Break for students to organize their notes (5 minutes)

Second viewing (11 minutes 40 seconds)

Complete notes (10 minutes)

Summary writing (30 minutes)

Listening Test

1. Watch the video and complete the following skeleton notes.
MANUFACTURING PROCESSES
Primary process =
Secondary process =
a. Casting and moulding =
. Forming =
. Separating =
. Conditioning =
Assembly =
Finishing =

o a0 o
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2. Use the notes that you have made from the video to write a 100-word
summary of the manufacturing process.

11.5 How to Assess Listening

There are many ways to mark tests: percentage points, number scales, grade
points, descriptors, and performance criteria. Whereas the discrete-point
and the integrative approaches favor more detailed marking by numbers or
grades, the communicative approach tends toward more holistic marking,
such as descriptors (also known as performance indicators or task criteria).
Figure 11.1 shows some scales that might be used to assess listening.

The complexity of the pedagogical model presented in Chapter 6 may
pose a challenge to the tester. As there are eight dimensions to the model,
the test designer first needs to consider which of the dimensions are in-
herent in the listening activity and which could, or should, be tested. As
we have stated elsewhere in this book, it may be impossible to account for
all dimensions of the model in each listening situation. Therefore, the test
designer needs to use the evaluation checklist (Table 6.1) to assess the de-
gree to which each dimension is represented in the activity. On the basis
of this evaluation, the tester can decide on the type of tests that are appro-
priate. After designing the tests, one of the scoring measures suggested in
Table 11.1 may be used, or the tester might consider developing more com-
plete descriptors.

Examples of descriptors for listening can be found in Carroll and West
(1989). These authors provide details of how to construct test descriptors,

Percentage Scale | Number Scale Grade Points L|m|tedslt)::|s:r|ptlon
0 0 F Nonscorable
10 1 E Limited
20
30
40 2 D Adequate
50
60 3 C Good
70
80 4 B Very Good
90

100 5 A Excellent

Figure 11.1 Scales used for measuring listening
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which they refer to as yardsticks. They use nine-point scales, with descrip-
tions, of what listeners should be able to do at each level. For example,
at point 9 the listeners should be able to handle “all general listening
operations, as well as those in own specialist areas, with confidence and
competence similar to those in own mother tongue” and extract “the full
content of the message without undue need for repetition or repair,” among
other things. At level 5 the listener is expected only to handle “moderate-
level listening operations with competence and confidence” and to extract
“major points of message but with frequent loss of detail and subtlety.” At
level 1 a listener can handle “only the simplest listening operations such
as short isolated exchanges (e.g., greetings, giving times, prices) and with
little confidence” and extract “only basic or predicted messages, or those
translated using a dictionary or phrase book.”

Task 5

Choose one of the dimensions from the pedagogical model presented in Chapter
6 and write test descriptors for the dimensions. Limit the number of descriptors
to five levels.

11.6 Conclusion

This final chapter has highlighted some of the important issues related to
testing listening comprehension. Developing valid and reliable listening
language tests is a complex process. This is because the processes of lis-
tening are hidden from the tester, and so the ways to measure the ability
to handle spoken text are more demanding. Three main approaches have
been used to test listening, and there are many ways in which listening tests
can be devised. We maintain that the communicative approach offers the
most opportunity for learners to demonstrate their comprehension ability,
and we propose that this approach can be used in a flexible way with the
pedagogical model presented in Chapter 6 for listening.

11.7 Discussion

1. Which of the three approaches to testing listening are you most familiar
with? Which one do you prefer using as a learner or teacher? Why?

2. Look at Table 11.1. Can you think of any other test types?
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3.

4.

Do you think that it is correct to try to isolate listening to measure it by itself,
or should we integrate listening with other skills? Why or why not?

Which of the types of test validity (Table 11.3) do you consider the most
important? Why?

. We argue for a flexible approach toward testing listening, so that learners

can be tested on different listening abilities based on the pedagogical model
presented in Chapter 6. Explain why you agree or disagree. How easy or
difficult is it to test different listening abilities with the new model?



Appendix

Concluding Questions
for Reflection

In this section, we suggest a list of essay and project titles and topics. The
reader may wish to consider these as “tests” of their knowledge on teaching
and developing listening skills. If this book has been used as a core text, the
instructor may consider setting some of the essays or projects as part of the
course assessment.

Essays
Write a 3,000-word essay on one of the following topics:

1. Explain how different approaches to language learning have affected
the ways in which listening has been taught in the classroom. Give
your views on the effectiveness of each method.

2. How do the various features of speech affect how we teach listening?

3. How do language objectives and learning objectives differ? Illustrate
how they can be combined in a listening task.

4. Critique the eight dimensions for listening (Chapter 6) and show, with
examples, how they can be incorporated into a listening task.

5. Discuss the effectiveness of technology in the classroom as an aid to
teaching listening.

Projects and Presentations

Prepare and present a project on listening based on one of the following
ideas:

1. Choose a general textbook and critically examine a selection of listen-
ing tasks in the book. Select at least two tasks each from the beginning,
middle, and end of the book. Prepare additional exercises to accom-
pany the tasks so as to enhance learners’ listening skills.

2. Use the guideline questions about the dimensions of listening in
Chapter 6 to prepare five listening activities for a group of learners of
your choice.

211
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3. Select some authentic listening material. Prepare exercises to accom-
pany the material. Explain the rationale behind the selection of the
material and the approach taken in preparing the activities.

4. Design a specific listening course for a group of learners at the elemen-
tary language level. The situation is as follows: large class (40+), low
motivation, poor educational environment, only technology is a tape
recorder.

5. Design a specific listening course for a group of intermediate level
learners. The situation is as follows: small group (20), high motiva-
tion, good educational environment, and sophisticated technological
support.

In preparing your projects, consider

 age of learners

* language level

e approaches to learning and syllabus type

* general aims and objectives

* gspecific aims and objectives

¢ dimensions to listening

* technology to be used

* type of questioning and feedback to learners
* evaluation of the materials
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