HANDOUT 1. GUIDANCE FOR CREATING LISTENING ACTIVITIES

Pre-listening activities

· Why do pre-listening tasks?
· Aims and types of pre-listening tasks

· Selection criteria

Why do pre-listening tasks?
In real life it is unusual for people to listen to something without having some idea of what they are going to hear. When listening to a radio phone-in show, they will probably know which topic is being discussed. When listening to an interview with a famous person, they probably know something about that person already. A waiter knows the menu from which the diner is choosing their food.

So, simply asking the students to listen to something and answer some questions is a little unfair, and makes developing listening skills much harder.

Many students are fearful of listening, and can be disheartened when they listen to something but feel they understand very little. It is also harder to concentrate on listening if you have little interest in a topic or situation.

Pre-listening tasks aim to deal with all of these issues: to generate interest, build confidence and to facilitate comprehension.

Aims and types of pre-listening tasks
· Setting the context
This is perhaps the most important thing to do - even most exams give an idea about who is speaking, where and why. In normal life we normally have some idea of the context of something we are listening to.

· Generating interest
Motivating our students is a key task for us. If they are to do a listening about sports, looking at some dramatic pictures of sports players or events will raise their interest or remind them of why they (hopefully) like sports. Personalisation activities are very important here. A pair-work discussion about the sports they play or watch, and why, will bring them into the topic, and make them more willing to listen.

· Activating current knowledge - what do you know about…?
'You are going to listen to an ecological campaigner talk about the destruction of the rainforest'. This sets the context, but if you go straight in to the listening, the students have had no time to transfer or activate their knowledge (which may have been learnt in their first language) in the second language. What do they know about rainforests? - Where are they? What are they? What problems do they face? Why are they important? What might an ecological campaigner do? What organisations campaign for ecological issues?

· Acquiring knowledge
Students may have limited general knowledge about a topic. Providing knowledge input will build their confidence for dealing with a listening. This could be done by giving a related text to read, or, a little more fun, a quiz.

· Activating vocabulary / language
Just as activating topic knowledge is important, so is activating the language that may be used in the listening. Knowledge-based activities can serve this purpose, but there are other things that can be done. If students are going to listen to a dialogue between a parent and a teenager who wants to stay overnight at a friend's, why not get your students to role play the situation before listening. They can brainstorm language before hand, and then perform the scene. By having the time to think about the language needs of a situation, they will be excellently prepared to cope with the listening.

· Predicting content
Once we know the context for something, we are able to predict possible content. Try giving students a choice of things that they may or may not expect to hear, and ask them to choose those they think will be mentioned.

· Pre-learning vocabulary
When we listen in our first language we can usually concentrate on the overall meaning because we know the meaning of the vocabulary. For students, large numbers of unknown words will often hinder listening, and certainly lower confidence. Select some vocabulary for the students to study before listening, perhaps matching words to definitions, followed by a simple practice activity such as filling the gaps in sentences.

· Checking / understanding the listening tasks
By giving your students plenty of time to read and understand the main listening comprehension tasks, you allow them to get some idea of the content of the listening. They may even try to predict answers before listening.

Selection criteria
When planning your lesson you should take the following factors into account when preparing the pre-listening tasks.

· The time available

· The material available

· The ability of the class

· The interests of the class

· The nature and content of the listening text

Gareth Rees, teacher and materials writer

This article was first published in 2003.
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Developing Listening Activities

As you design listening tasks, keep in mind that complete recall of all the information in an aural text is an unrealistic expectation to which even native speakers are not usually held. Listening exercises that are meant to train should be success-oriented and build up students' confidence in their listening ability.

Construct the listening activity around a contextualized task.

Contextualized listening activities approximate real-life tasks and give the listener an idea of the type of information to expect and what to do with it in advance of the actual listening. A beginning level task would be locating places on a map (one way) or exchanging name and address information (two way). At an intermediate level students could follow directions for assembling something (one way) or work in pairs to create a story to tell to the rest of the class (two way).

Define the activity's instructional goal and type of response.

Each activity should have as its goal the improvement of one or more specific listening skills. A listening activity may have more than one goal or outcome, but be careful not to overburden the attention of beginning or intermediate listeners.

Recognizing the goal(s) of listening comprehension   in each listening situation will help students select appropriate listening strategies.

· Identification: Recognizing or discriminating specific aspects of the message, such as sounds, categories of words, morphological distinctions

· Orientation: Determining the major facts about a message, such as topic, text type, setting

· Main idea comprehension: Identifying the higher-order ideas

· Detail comprehension: Identifying supporting details

· Replication: Reproducing the message orally or in writing

Use pre-listening activities to prepare students for what they are going to hear or view.

The activities chosen during pre-listening may serve as preparation for listening in several ways. During pre-listening the teacher may

· assess students' background knowledge of the topic and linguistic content of the text

· provide students with the background knowledge necessary for their comprehension of the listening passage or activate the existing knowledge that the students possess

· clarify any cultural information which may be necessary to comprehend the passage

· make students aware of the type of text they will be listening to, the role they will play, and the purpose(s) for which they will be listening

· provide opportunities for group or collaborative work and for background reading or class discussion activities

Sample pre-listening activities:

· looking at pictures, maps, diagrams, or graphs

· reviewing vocabulary or grammatical structures

· reading something relevant

· constructing semantic webs (a graphic arrangement of concepts or words showing how they are related)

· predicting the content of the listening text

· going over the directions or instructions for the activity

· doing guided practice

Match while-listening activities to the instructional goal, the listening purpose, and students' proficiency level.

While-listening activities relate directly to the text, and students do them do during or immediately after the time they are listening. 

Sample while-listening activities:
· listening with visuals

· filling in graphs and charts

· following a route on a map

· checking off items in a list

· listening for the gist

· searching for specific clues to meaning

· completing cloze (fill-in) exercises

· distinguishing between formal and informal registers

Post listening 

There should always be some follow-up after listening, not necessarily for the purpose of checking comprehension, but to give the students the satisfaction of knowing they can apply what they have just heard to their learning or, even, to their life. The post listening activities are often based on something from pre-listening or while-listening activities. Post listening should not be looked at as testing. It is merely checking to see if the students understood the passage and can use what they heard in the future. “How can I apply this to my life?”
