
In this article I shall outline a practical, 
easy-to-use approach which enables 
teachers to mine (i.e. exploit) 

authentic listening texts in a variety of 
ways. This approach differs dramatically 
from the traditional listening 
comprehension approach, which often 
amounts to little more than a test of how 
much students have understood. It is 
also based on the premise that regular 
exposure to listening texts does not 
automatically result in an improvement 
in the students’ listening ability. Instead 
this approach is prognostic, in that it 
predicts the problems students are likely 
to encounter when listening to spoken 
English. 

The main aim of this approach is to use 
authentic listening texts as a basis for 
building up students’ confidence in their 
listening ability by:

a) producing intensive listening exercises 
which help students to identify and 
recognise words in a stream of speech – 
perception exercises.

b) raising students’ awareness of the 
importance of intonation.

c) drawing students’ attention to the 
special features of informal spoken 
English.

d) presenting students with new 
grammatical structures and lexis in 
context.

e) focusing on the features of accents of 
native and non-native speakers.

Unlike the traditional listening 
comprehension approach, an initial, 
easily-achievable listening task is set 
before the teacher uses the authentic 
text as the basis for further classroom 
activities to help students deal with, and 
acquire, the spoken language they will 
encounter outside the classroom.

The current situation
Listening is generally recognised to be 
the skill we use most in our daily lives, 

but is the one which receives the least 
attention in the classroom, despite the 
fact that many EFL students say they find 
listening the most difficult of the four 
skills.

Although coursebooks use listening texts 
to introduce new language (grammatical 
structures and lexis), this is purely for 
modelling purposes. The listening texts 
are scripted and performed by actors in 
a recording studio and therefore do not 
resemble the spoken English students 
will encounter outside the classroom. In 
recent years there have been moves to 
incorporate more authentic-sounding 
listening texts in coursebooks, but these 
are still a shadow of the real thing.

There have also been welcome moves 
to introduce listening training exercises 
(for example the Listening Clinic in 
the Face2Face series and some of the 
listening activities in Business English 
and Speaking), but again these are 
scripted.

Meanwhile there have been huge 
advances in technology, making it 
far easier for teachers to download 
listening texts or make their own real-life 
recordings. There have also been new 
ideas about teaching listening, particularly 
in the area of listening comprehension 
strategies. However, as Michael Rost writes: 

‘Teaching methodology in the mainstream 
has not yet caught up with theory. In many 
language curriculums, listening is still 
often considered a mysterious “black box”, 
for which the best approach seems to be 
simply “more practice”. Much work needs 
to be done to modernise the teaching of  
listening.’

(Rost in The Cambridge Guide to Teaching 
English to Speakers of  Other Languages 
2001: 13)

In recent years ‘authentic’ has become 
a buzzword and more and more 
teachers are now regularly using 
authentic listening texts to supplement 
coursebooks. However, these texts 
are still used primarily for listening 
comprehension practice, with an 
emphasis on testing content rather 
than training students to listen more 
effectively.

There also seems to be a widely-held 
view, as Rost mentions above, that 
regular exposure to authentic texts, 
with accompanying comprehension 
exercises, will automatically lead to 
an improvement in students’ listening 
ability. But this is simply not true. A new 
approach is needed, where authentic 
texts are used primarily as a resource in 
terms of providing intensive listening 
training and language training activities. 

In this article I shall outline a practical, 
easy-to-use approach which enables 
teachers to mine (i.e. exploit) 

authentic listening texts in a variety of 
ways. This approach differs dramatically 
from the traditional listening 
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Problems with the 
listening comprehension 
approach

It is much easier nowadays to find 
suitable authentic listening texts for 
classroom use. The advent of the 
Listen Again facility with BBC Radio 
programmes means that many 
programmes can now be heard again 
for up to seven days after broadcast. 
Thanks to computers, these can now 
be downloaded and burnt onto CDs. 
A quick glance through the schedules 
reveals a huge number of programme 
genres (monologues, interviews, 
discussions and so on) containing 
anything from very formal to very 
informal spoken English. Just go to 
www.bbc.co.uk/radio1 (or radio2/radio4, 
etc.).

So you’ve found a suitable authentic 
listening text – one you think your 
students will find interesting and 
engaging. The question now is what 
do you do with it? One answer is to use 
the text for listening comprehension 
practice. It is quite easy to write a list 
of questions, true/false items and gap-
fills, armed with which you enter the 
classroom, tell students the context, 
get them to predict what they are likely 
to hear, teach them some key lexis, 
give them the exercise, check they’ve 
understood the items and what’s 
required, play the recording a couple of 
times and check the answers. Job done! 
Or is it?

Not really. All you have really done 
is exposed students to yet another 
text and tested how much they’ve 
understood of the content. This can 
have serious psychological repercussions 
for your students. The more able 
students will answer most items 
correctly, which may make them feel 
they don’t need listening practice. 
More worryingly, the less able students 

will answer most items incorrectly, 
reinforcing their belief that they are 
rubbish at listening and destroying their 
confidence. You also haven’t actually 
trained your students to listen more 
effectively. Yes, they might have learnt 
some more lexis, but probably only the 
key words you presented at the start 
(not all of which will be useful), together 
with any unfamiliar lexis that you used 
in the exercise.

John Field proposes a different 
approach to listening comprehension 
where the teacher concentrates on 
analysing why students answered 
items incorrectly – where there was 
a breakdown in understanding. For 
example perhaps students didn’t 
recognise a key word because two words 
had run into each other and sounded 
like one (linking). He then recommends 
creating remedial micro-listening 
exercises to train students to avoid 
future misunderstandings of this nature 
when presented with further listening 
texts (Field 1998, 2003).

John Field’s approach is a huge 
improvement on the traditional 
listening comprehension lesson and one 
that I, and many other practitioners, 
thoroughly recommend. However, it still 
has the listening comprehension task at 
its core and I feel a change of emphasis 
is needed.

The over-emphasis on top-
down processing

In recent years there has been a trend 
for teachers to focus on top-down 
processing with listening practice. 
Students are encouraged to predict 
what they are likely to hear using their 
real-world knowledge and knowledge 
of the listening situation. At the same 
time they are encouraged to focus on 
key content words and use them to 
build up an understanding of the text. 

The idea is to stop students feeling that 
they need to understand every single 
word in order to understand the text, 
the argument being that students would 
never be able to process every word of 
an utterance at anything like the speed 
of a native speaker.  

The major flaw with this approach 
is that it has become too successful! 
Students tend to concentrate too much 
on constructing meaning from key 
words, often with a spectacular lack of 
success. This is because they are not 
paying attention to other non-content 
words, many of which contain essential 
information.

For example, I was once doing a 
listening comprehension session based 
on a news story about two teenagers 
who had recently climbed Everest. The 
students heard the climbers’ names and 
their ages, 17 and 19, and had to mark 
the following statement True or False:

Two teenagers recently climbed 
Everest.
Reasonably straightforward, one would 
think, but one student marked this 
False. When I questioned her, it turned 
out that she’d taken my advice to 
listen to news on the radio and that 
morning she’d heard a story about 
two pensioners climbing Everest. Her 
mistake, then, was to use her real-world 
knowledge (or top-down processing) to 
answer the question, without checking 
this against the details of the actual 
story she heard in the classroom 
(bottom-up processing). She clearly 
learned something important from 
this learning experience, as did I, but 
if I had simply marked the answer 
wrong then both of us would have felt 
disappointed.

Listening as a skill
It is regrettable that the so-called 
‘bottom-up’ process of listening training 
– (building up meaning from recognising 
the sounds which form words which form 
sentences) is now viewed as old-fashioned 
and has largely been dropped from 
classroom listening practice (See Brown 
1990; Cauldwell 2002). Instead teachers 
repeat the mantra: ‘Don’t worry! You 
don’t need to understand every word.’ 
Many students, however, have learned 
their English in the classroom from 
scratch, where it was incredibly important 

“In recent years there has been a trend for 

teachers to focus on top-down processing with 

listening practice.”
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that they did understand every word. 
Therefore this instruction, which they will 
generally hear from intermediate level, 
understandably goes very much against 
their natural inclination, as does the 
teacher saying ‘Don’t worry about that 
word – it’s not important.’  

This strategic approach has been 
adopted because of research into L1 
listening, which shows that native 
speakers do not need to pay attention 
to every word in order to understand 
a stream of speech. But, as Richard 
Cauldwell points out: “We have made 
the mistake of  allowing the goal to 
become the method: we should recognise 
that the skill of  understanding without 
attending to every word is a goal to be 
reached, not a means of  getting there.” 
(Cauldwell 2002: 1) 

Clearly, when students are faced with an 
authentic text which is being used for 
listening comprehension practice, they 
need to use the strategy of picking out 
key words and constructing meaning 
from these. This is exactly the kind of 
practice they need to prepare them for 
the spoken English they will encounter 
outside the classroom. But that is only 
one aspect of listening practice. We have 
probably all experienced the situation 
where a native speaker of a language we 
are learning or have learned produces a 
torrent of words that we initially cannot 
make sense of.  This happens especially 
on the first day of a holiday. But then, 
with each passing day, our ears become 
more attuned and we quickly begin 
to find that we are able to distinguish 
the individual words. I think this is 
something we have lost sight of in our 
current approach to listening.

Whilst I accept that it takes years 
for students to acquire the skill that 
native speakers have of recognising 
and processing words in connected 
speech, that does not justify ignoring it 
completely. We need to view this skill as 
the ultimate objective for our students 
to attain, whilst accepting that they will 
only reach this objective at the end of a 
long learning road. Our role as teachers 
is to support our students as they take 
their first steps along this road and help 
them increase their pace.

At the end of the day, listening is a 
skill and a skill is something that can 

only be acquired with the right kind 
of practice. The reason that I have 
always concentrated on listening in 
my teaching and materials writing 
is that listening is the skill in which 
students can make the fastest progress, 
provided they are given regular listening 
practice. As the students’ ears become 
trained, they very quickly become 
aware of how much better they have 
become at listening, generally in just 
a few sessions. This can be seen from 
the following unsolicited email from 
a teacher trying out some authentic 
listening materials for the first time:

“The first attempt, I thought we were 
really barking up the wrong tree! They 
are a very poor Elementary class, and 
they really struggled! With so much 
unknown vocabulary and the speed of  
delivery, it seemed an almost impossible 
task. However, the next attempt 
was spectacularly more successful! 
Interestingly, the one student who had 
missed the first attempt was totally at sea 
during the following one, whereas those 
who had had the benefit of  the previous 
session were (relatively speaking) flying 
through rather smugly.

I am stunned at the rapid improvement 
some concentrated listening work like 
this can achieve – brilliant!’  

(Hazel Black, English for Everyone, 
Aberdeen, Scotland)

The need to supplement 
coursebooks with 
authentic listening texts

The listening texts found in most 
coursebooks, where the focus is on 
using these to introduce new structures 
and lexis, i.e. modelling new language, 
are inadequate in terms of preparing 
students for the spoken English they will 
encounter outside the classroom for the 
following reasons:

• The passages are nearly always 
scripted and do not include natural 
features of spoken English, such as 
assimilation, linking and elision.

• The passages are generally 
‘performed’ by actors speaking more 
slowly and clearly than people do in 
real life.

• Accents are generally neutral.

• The topics tend to be bland and 
do not focus on real-life issues that 
students are likely to encounter or 
need to talk about. For example, 
no-one in a coursebook suffers 
from anything more serious than 
backache. No-one has an unwanted 
pregnancy, gets sacked or gets 
into trouble with the police. And, 
increasingly, no-one touches 
alcohol, celebrates Christmas or eats 
pork. On a positive note, everyone 
lives forever.

• The language is artificially restricted 
and rarely contains slang or 
colloquial expressions. For example, 
people are generally ‘tired’ or 
‘exhausted’, rather than ‘shattered’, 
‘wiped’, ‘dead on their feet’ and 
‘knackered’. Parties (with no alcohol, 
naturally) are either ‘good fun’ or 
‘great’ rather than ‘blinding’, ‘brill’, 
‘wicked’, ‘ace’, etc. Meanwhile people 
are ‘attractive’ or ‘handsome’ rather 
than ‘fit’, ‘gross’, etc.

• The grammatical structures in 
coursebooks are graded and 
sequential, with new structures 
occurring at the start of each unit. 
This system of grading structures 
in accordance with their perceived 
complexity means that students will 
not encounter a large number of 
frequently-occurring grammatical 
structures until they reach upper-
intermediate level. 

• Students do not generally identify 
with the characters found in 
coursebooks.  They know they are 
artificial creations and therefore 
there is a lack of engagement 
with the speakers. It is far more 
motivating for students to know 
that they are listening to genuine 
speakers of English and I know 
from my own teaching experience 
the huge sense of achievement 
they experience the first time they 
find they can actually understand a 
stream of authentic speech.

Reasons for the lack 
of authentic published 
listening texts

There is, understandably, a lack of 
authentic listening practice materials 
on the market. I know from my 
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own experience of being a listening 
materials writer that it is virtually 
impossible to obtain permission to use 
off-air recordings (such as BBC radio 
programmes) in a coursebook. And 
whereas every publisher I know, both 
in the UK and abroad, would love to 
include recordings of real-life situations 
such as board meetings, interviews, 
doctor-patient interactions, and so on, 
this whole area is fraught with difficulty 
in terms of gaining permission to use 
people’s speech.

Many teachers are unaware that if you 
want to make your own recordings, 
you must tell the person that you 
are recording, or you have recorded, 
them. It is better to ask permission 
beforehand, otherwise people 
understandably become rather annoyed 
and are consequently less likely to let 
you use the recording. However, if you 
ask permission first, people are likely 
to become nervous and change their 
natural speech into something more 
formal. For example, I recently recorded 
a neighbour who has a strong Cockney 
accent. He’s an engineer and I asked 
him to talk about a typical day. One 
of the first things he said was “I locate 
myself at my desk at around 9 o’clock.” 
Not really the informal language I was 
hoping for!

Even something as simple as recording 
yourself making a doctor’s appointment 
will probably require you to obtain 
permission from the practice manager 
and the receptionist and result in you 
having to ring at a certain time, by 
which time the original reason for you 
making the appointment (i.e. your 
illness) has either got much worse and 
you’re too ill to make the recording, or 
has got better and you no longer need 
an appointment.  

Introducing authentic 
texts into the classroom

Introducing authentic listening text 
into the classroom can initially be a 
traumatic experience for students, many 
of whom will not have encountered 
authentic spoken English in the 
classroom. In recent trials of my new 
books, from September to December 
2008, around a third of students said 
this was the first time they’d listened to 
authentic texts in the classroom.

The initial, often horrified reaction of 
students to authentic texts has led a 
number of teachers I have met over 
the years to vow to never use authentic 
listening materials in the classroom 
because it’s too difficult, both for the 
students and the teacher.

The fact is it is difficult! There is just no 
way round this. We all know from our 
own experiences of visiting a country 
whose language we have studied 
that everyone speaks too fast and 
nobody speaks clearly. At first this can 
be very daunting, particularly if you 
have been making good progress with 
other aspects of the language in the 
classroom. It almost feels that the native 
speakers you encounter are speaking 
a different language from the one you 
know. And in a way they are, such is the 
difference between the listening texts 
found in most language coursebooks 
and authentic texts. But this is no 
reason to give up and if we don’t 
provide our students with authentic 
listening texts, however much they 
struggle with these initially, then we are 
doing them a great disservice.

Increasing confidence
It is a very important role of the teacher 
to help students build up confidence 
in their listening ability. We all know 
from our own experiences of stressful 
situations – seeing a hospital consultant 
or attending a job interview, for 
example – that when we are anxious 
that anxiety inhibits our ability to listen 
effectively. Another example is when 
people suffer from hearing difficulties 
– they, too, become anxious about their 
ability to follow what is said to them 
and tend to become flustered in social 
encounters.

This is a direct parallel to what happens 
when language learners are exposed 
to the target language. Therefore 
we need to concentrate on building 
up our students’ confidence in the 
safe environment of the classroom 
by providing them with listening 
experiences and activities in which they 
can achieve success (Underwood 1989).

I often talk at conferences and find 
teachers shaking their heads in disbelief 
when I say you can use authentic 
listening materials with elementary 
learners. In fact it was to prove this 
point that I brought out the first three 
books in my Real Lives, Real Listening 
series. The key to success with authentic 
listening at this level is to set suitable 
and achievable tasks to accompany 
the passages – to grade the task rather 
than grading the text (Anderson and 
Lynch 1988). I feel that this approach 
to authentic listening texts provides 
students with non-threatening listening 
and learning opportunities which will 
quickly increase their confidence.

The aims of classroom 
listening practice

I want to turn now to the aims of 
classroom listening practice. Why should 
we do it?  This is a question I often pose 
to teachers when I am running teacher 
training sessions and the answers 
continue to surprise. Responses include:

‘to teach new grammar’

‘to teach new lexis’

‘to familiarise students with different 
accents’

‘to practise listening comprehension’

‘as a starting point for discussion work’

8 Modern English Teacher Volume 18   No. 2
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These are all valid aims, but only once 
in a blue moon will someone say 
anything along the lines of ‘to train 
students to listen more effectively’, and 
yet surely that is our primary goal.

Training students to listen more 
effectively means giving them the 
opportunity to practise decoding 
authentic listening input in the safe 
environment of the classroom. The 
primary focus of our lessons should be 
on enabling students to make sense 
of what they hear by training them 
to identify and recognise individual 
words in a stream of speech. This can 
be achieved through regular exposure 
to a variety of formal and informal texts 
with activities designed to help students 
focus on the process of listening, i.e. 
how things were said.

Aim 1: Listening for perception
Students often fail to recognise even 
those words which are part of their 
active vocabulary, as can be seen from 
this quote:

“The belief  that listeners will understand 
everything if  we provide them with 
material that is within their range of  
vocabulary and grammar is a myth. 
The fact is that many breakdowns 
of  understanding occur not because 
listeners do not know a word or phrase 
but because they do not recognise them 
when they hear them in connected 
speech.” (Field 2000: 30)

In fact even native speakers often fail 
to recognise a word when they hear it 
in isolation, rather than in a stream of 
speech. I regularly play a word in my 
lectures which people initially hear as 
‘cars’, but when they hear the full phrase 
in context they immediately realise 
that it’s actually ‘calves’. As Gary Buck 
writes: “The fact is that many words are 
quite indistinct, and it is the surrounding 
context that enables us to identify them 
with little trouble.” (Buck 2001: 5)

Segmentation and recognition 
problems
The major difficulty students encounter 
with spoken English is separating a 
stream of speech into the individual 
words making up each utterance, 
a process known as ‘segmentation’. 
Segmentation and recognition problems 
occur for the following reasons:

Assimilation with content words
This is where the weaker sound at the 
end of one word is overruled by the 
stronger beginning of the next word in 
a stream of speech, causing the weaker 
sound to change (Field 1997 (A): 52). 
If the following sentence is said at a 
natural speed, for example, ‘ten people’ 
will be pronounced ‘tem people’:

“We interviewed ten people for the job.”

In addition, the -ed sound at the end of 
‘interviewed’ will be overruled by the 
stronger t- sound at the end of ‘ten’.

Assimilation also occurs within words 
so that ‘sandwich’ becomes ‘samwich’ 
and ‘handbag’ becomes ‘hambag’. Try 
reading the following sentence aloud at 
natural speed:

“I saw you put that corned beef  sandwich 
in your handbag!”

What happens to the word ‘corned’?

Missing words, sounds and elision
We tend to leave a lot of sounds and 
words out in very informal speech 
so that ‘I wouldn’t have’ becomes ‘I 
wunt’ve’ when said quickly. This is why 
it is useful, even when teaching very 
elementary level students, to get them 
used to hearing and saying short, basic 
phrases delivered at normal speed.

Examples of elision are the missing 
‘d’ sound in ‘divorce’ mother’ and the 
‘t’ sound in ‘las’ nigh’, ‘nex’ day’ ‘Wes’ 
Midlands’, etc. I was recently looking 
for some duct tape and noticed that 
many DIY stores now call this product 
‘Duck Tape’, (an example of the spoken 
form replacing the written form) which 
conjures up a very strange image.  

Linking
In spoken English the endings of many 
words run into the beginning of the 
next word. In the following phrase:

“Her lawyer said ...”

It is impossible to tell by listening solely 
to these three words whether you hear 
‘lawyer’ or lawyers’ because the final -s 
of ‘lawyers’ has run into the initial s- of 
‘said’.

Any word ending with a consonant is 
likely to run into the start of the next 
word if this second word a) ends in the 
same consonant or b) begins with a 

vowel. This makes it very difficult for 
students to work out where the word 
boundary is.

Weak forms of non-content words
Because English is a stress-timed 
language, we tend to stress the main 
content words in an utterance rather 
than stressing each syllable equally, as 
is the case in German and many other 
languages.  

This is helpful for students in that we 
can easily teach to them recognise 
stressed words, but not so helpful in 
terms of the fact that a lot of the glue 
binding the meaning of an utterance 
together is contained in unstressed 
function words such as parts of verbs, 
prepositions and conjunctions –  
so-called ‘weak forms’. 

There is a huge difference in the 
meaning of, and required response to, 
these two sentences:

a) She’s been operated on. 

b) She’s being operated on.

However, even a native speaker would 
find it difficult to distinguish ‘been’ 
from ‘being’ in these sentences.

More formal, organised speech has a 
rhythm which is lacking in spontaneous 
speech. As Gillian Brown writes:

“The rhythmic beat will consist of  
stressed syllables. Any unstressed syllables 
occurring between the stressed syllables 
will be compressed as far as possible in 
order to allow the next stressed syllable 
to come on the regular beat.” (Brown 
1990: 44)

Whereas the traditional listening 
comprehension approach would be 
to focus on the stressed syllables in 
an utterance, I believe students need 
training in identifying the, often 
important, words in-between the 
stressed syllables.

The best ways to practise identifying 
words in a stream of speech is either 
with gap-fills or dictations. Here the 
idea is to focus on words that were not 
articulated clearly due to the factors 
mentioned above, rather than to focus 
on key content words, as is the case with 
a traditional listening comprehension. 
For example, in an introduction to an 
interview with an author the teacher 
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might produce the following gap-fill for 
listening comprehension purposes:

Now Jilly Cooper is one of  this country’s 
most successful novelists. She’s sold 
more than 11 million copies and her 
total number of  books so far is 40.  

However, the teacher might produce the 
following gap-fill for listening training 
purposes:

Now Jilly Cooper is one of  this country’s 
most successful novelists. She’s sold 
more than 11 million copies and her 
total number of  books so far is 40.  

Notice how the gaps focus on words 
which the students may find difficult to 
distinguish. For example, they will not 
hear the ‘t’ at the end of ‘most’. They 
may write ‘She sold’ which is clearly 
wrong from the context as it would 
imply that the author is dead. They may 
not hear the ‘d’ at the end of ‘and’ or 
realise that ‘books’ links with ‘so’. Finally 
they may fail to distinguish ‘40’ from 
‘14’.

When checking your students’ answers 
to gap-fills and writing them on a 
board, it is a good idea to pretend to 
mishear and write up an alternative 
word which differs by just one or two 
phonemes – for example to write 
‘smells’ instead of ‘smiles’, ‘reads’ 
instead of ‘leads or ‘’can’ instead of 
‘can’t’ and keep your face blank.

Aim 2: Raising awareness of the 
importance of intonation
Authentic listening texts are an ideal 
resource for raising our students’ 
awareness of important intonation 
patterns which will a) help them 
understand spoken English and b) help 
them with their speaking skills.

Although it appears nowadays that any 
native British English speaker under the 
age of 40 will pronounce a statement 
with rising intonation (in common with 
many other native speakers of English 
from Australia, the USA, Canada and so 
on), there are some classic intonation 
forms which are useful for students 
to be aware of, for example falling 
intonation with Wh-questions and yes/
no answers. In the following exercise 
the teacher has identified two classic 
intonation patterns in an authentic text 
and explained these to her class:

• Rising intonation when the speaker 
is expecting a yes/no answer

• Falling intonation when asking ‘Wh’ 
questions.

The students now have to read the 
following extracts from the transcript 
and decide whether they think the 
speaker’s intonation will rise or fall. 
After this they listen to confirm whether 
their answers are correct.

Do they still do fishing now in Bergen?

Are there any islands out at sea?

How much is a pound, now?

Can you go skiing in Bergen?

Do you have good views?

What about er, something like a pizza?

Aim 3: Drawing students’ 
attention to the special features 
of informal spoken English
In common with many languages, 
spoken English contains many features 
which are not present in formal English, 
but are often present in informal 
written English, such as emails. What 
follows is not a complete list, but some 
key ones to focus on. 

Exaggeration
We tend to exaggerate, for example:

Where were you? I’ve been waiting ages.

There were tons of  people there.

The centre of  town was dead.

The teacher can focus on lexical items 
such as these and ask students to come 
up with their own personal examples.

Colloquial language: so-called 
‘youfspeak’
Younger people have always tended 
to develop their own vocabulary with 
the conscious intention of excluding 
older people (i.e. anyone over the 
age of around 25). If you’re in doubt, 
try sitting on a bus and following the 
conversations between a group of 
schoolchildren. Gradually these words 
are adopted by older people trying to 
sound trendy. This causes the younger 
people to drop these words from their 
vocabulary or change their meaning. If 
we look at the word ‘cool’, for example, 
meaning ‘fun’ or ‘good’, I have lost 
count of the number of older people I 

know over the age of 50 who now use 
it regularly, so it is no longer used by 
younger people. 

Because these words go out of fashion, 
or change their meaning so quickly, 
there is an understandable tendency 
for coursebooks not to include them. 
However, contemporary off-air 
recordings, for example a Radio 1 
interview with a new band, will contain 
numerous examples of this ‘youfspeak’.

Contractions
These occur extremely frequently in 
informal spoken English and even in 
traditionally more formal situations, 
such as the BBC newsreader. However, 
students seem to dislike using 
contractions because they tend to think 
they’re bad or sloppy. This makes their 
spoken English sound more stilted 
and formal. By raising their awareness 
of how prevalent contractions are in 
spoken English, students will be more 
likely to incorporate them into their 
own spoken English. They will also 
become aware of discrete differences 
in pronunciation and the need to 
work out from the context whether 
the speaker said: can/can’t, won’t/
want, whose/who’s, his/he’s, she’s been/
she’s being, etc. all of which can lead to 
misunderstanding.

The best way to focus on contractions 
is for the teacher to write sentences 
or phrases from the text out fully, i.e. 
change ‘haven’t’ to ‘have not’, as in ‘I 
haven’t had time to do it yet.’ Students 
then listen to the text with the full 
versions in front of them and put in 
contracted forms where appropriate.

Aim 4: Presenting new 
grammatical structures and lexis 
in context
We can also use authentic listening 
texts to introduce new language, i.e. 
grammatical structures and lexis and 
consolidate those that students have 
encountered in previous lessons. 
Although the new grammar and lexis is 
likely to be at a higher level than that 
of the students’, structures and lexis 
introduced in this way are more likely 
to be acquired by students because 
of the motivational factor that they 
were produced by ‘real people’ rather 
than the actors used predominantly in 
coursebooks.
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I recently worked on a text featuring 
an interview with an operating theatre 
sister talking about a typical day. 
Immediately I had to deal with the dual 
meaning of ‘sister’ and ‘patient’ before 
eliciting specialist lexis – anaesthetist, 
Recovery (as in the room where 
patients recover immediately after their 
operations), surgeon, etc. Obviously 
the students know the words for these 
things in their own languages, and I 
would very much advocate the use of 
bilingual dictionaries at the start of a 
listening session.

The text was quite short, at one minute, 
50 seconds and just under 400 words, 
but it yielded the following useful 
grammatical structures: Depending on 
and it depends on, tend to, combining 
two verbs (e.g. sit and think), as quickly 
as possible, once I have done something, 
as soon as I have done something and 
Conditional I,

It also yielded the following lexical 
items, all of which were clear from 
the context, and most of which you 
would hope would become part of your 
students’ active vocabulary: to sort out 
problems, kit (as in equipment), a break, 
non-stop, have a bit of  a laugh, get 
changed,

It is surprising just how much useful 
new language even a short authentic 
listening text can provide.

Aim 5: Focusing on accents
A fifth aim is to use authentic listening 
texts featuring native English speakers 
and non-native English speakers to 
focus on the features of different 
accents. For example, an ESOL teacher 
in Glasgow, Scotland or an EFL teacher 
in Alabama, USA could use listening 
texts featuring speakers with the 
regional accent to raise awareness 
of differences in pronunciation from 
the standard citative form found in a 
dictionary. 

Thanks to David Crystal’s book English 
as a Global Language (2003), most 
teachers are aware of the fact that the 
vast majority of interactions that occur 
in English are between non-native 
English speakers. Therefore it is helpful 
to use authentic texts featuring non-
native English speakers. The aim is 
obviously not to present your students 
with texts featuring every accent there 

is. Rather it is to draw their attention 
to some key features of spoken English 
which can cause difficulty for native 
(and even non-native) English speakers. 
An invaluable reference book for this 
purpose is Learner English (Swan and 
Smith 2001).

If the text was produced by a non-
native English speaker, the teacher can 
focus on the sounds in English that the 
speaker found troublesome. A useful 
way to practise recognition of these 
features of accents is to gap words that 
you know are part of your students 
productive vocabulary and see whether 
they can still recognise them when 
spoken with an accent.  

Preparation for classroom 
listening practice

Once the teacher has acquired a 
suitable authentic listening text, (s)he 
needs to prepare it for classroom use in 
terms of mining the text in line with at 
least some of the aims stated above. 

Step 1
Unlike with the traditional listening 
comprehension approach, it is crucial 
to prepare a transcript both for the 
teacher and the students. Although 
this is time-consuming, the teacher 
should look on this as an investment. 
An hour’s typing will create materials 
that will provide hours of classroom 
practice. Remember it is good to share, 
particularly when it comes to typing. 
Several colleagues can quickly build up 
a collection of authentic listening texts 
that they can all help design and use. 
These can eventually form the basis of 
a listening syllabus.

Step 2
The next part of this preparation 
process consists of the teacher listening 
to the text carefully in order to identify 
those words which are not pronounced 
clearly – the words students will find 
it difficult to recognise and identify 
because they differ from their citative 
form, i.e. the word as it would be 
pronounced in isolation.  

Rather than focusing on stressed 
content words, which as I mentioned 
earlier, is the case with traditional 
listening comprehension gap-fills, 
the teacher should concentrate on 
identifying those words which are less 

distinctly articulated (for example 
functional words such as prepositions 
and parts of verbs) and which students 
will find harder to distinguish due to 
assimilation, elision, linking or simply 
the fact that they are not stressed 
content words. Gaps can be single 
but, in the case of linking, where two 
words run into each other, two gaps 
are better.

This is more difficult than you 
might think. As native speakers, 
or highly competent non-native 
speakers of English, we listen to a 
text and understand every word with 
relatively little effort. It takes careful 
concentration to listen for words 
that students will find challenging 
and may take several attempts. I 
recommend that the teacher initially 
just concentrates on listening, without 
reading the transcript simultaneously, 
otherwise they will hear what they 
think they will hear, rather than what 
is actually there.

Step 3
Once the teacher has identified these 
relatively indistinct words, they can be 
used for gap-fill exercises. The teacher 
simply takes a short phrase or sentence 
from the text and gaps one or two target 
words. The teacher can also identify 
chunks of speech in the text that would 
be suitable for dictation.

Step 4
The teacher then listens to the text 
again, this time with a focus on 
identifying any useful intonation 
patterns used naturally by the 
speaker(s). The teacher can use the 
intonation patterns identified in the text 
as the basis for a follow-up lesson with 
further scripted examples.

Step 5
The teacher can now focus on the 
special features of informal spoken 
English. Does the text, for example, 
include any colloquial English, fillers, 
contractions, etc? These can either 
form the focus of exercises or language 
awareness sessions.  

Step 6 
The teacher can now look at useful 
grammatical structures that have 
appeared in the text in context. 
These can form the basis of follow-up 
grammar slots, with students providing 
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their own examples to aid acquisition. 
The teacher can also identify any useful 
lexis (individual words and fixed and 
semi-fixed expressions) whose meaning 
is clear from the context. These can 
be recycled to form the basis of future 
vocabulary sessions.

Step 7
The next stage of the process consists 
of the teacher analysing the features 
of the accent of the speaker as a basis 
for gap-fills or language awareness 
training.

Step 8
Finally the teacher should design 
two easily-achievable listening 
comprehension tasks. The first will be 
used to help students become familiar 
with the voice of the speaker(s) and 
will focus on the first few sentences 
of the text. This process is known as 
normalisation and is essential to the 
listening process (Field 1995).

The second listening comprehension 
task must also be easily-achievable. 
Remember, we are concentrating on 
building up the students’ confidence, 
rather than focusing explicitly on 
listening comprehension. I would 
recommend a corrections exercise. 
The teacher writes a series of short 
statements, using the same words as 
the speakers, which summarise the 
passage. Each statement contains one 
factual mistake which the students have 
to correct. 

Other classroom activities
Spontaneous dictation
Another type of dictation is to pause 
the CD and ask your students to write 
down the last four words they heard. 
This is very easy for the teacher to do 
and it is a more realistic task than a 
standard dictation. It is based on the 
fact that while we process utterances 
shortly after we hear them (with the 
result that if someone tells us a story 
which we relate to someone else, we 
are unlikely to use the same words 
as the speaker, but the meaning will 
remain the same), we always keep the 
last four words or so of an utterance in 
our heads because these words have 
not yet been processed.  

Working out the meaning of an 
unfamiliar word
If the speaker uses a word which the 
teacher believes is unfamiliar to the 
students (s)he can just pause the tape 
or CD at an appropriate point, e.g. at 
the end of the sentence containing the 
word, and ask students to try to come 
up with a definition from the context. 
Again this reflects what we do in our 
native language when we encounter a 
word we haven’t heard before.

Anticipating the next word
The teacher pauses the CD at an 
opportune moment in a listening text 
and asks the students to anticipate what 
word will come next. This is purely an 
aural exercise as they haven’t seen the 
transcript. The teacher accepts any word 
which fits semantically.

Phoneme discrimination
It is incredibly important that students 
can distinguish the individual sounds 
of English and phoneme discrimination 
exercises (also known as ‘minimal 
pairs’) should be a regular feature in 
the classroom. There are some excellent 
books available, such as Sounds English 
(O’Connor and Fletcher 1989) and Ship 
or Sheep (Baker 2006), but teachers can 
also produce their own to accompany 
any listening text. Just insert key words 
from the passage into the left-hand 
column and words which differ by 
just one phoneme in the right-hand 
column, then read the words out in 
your own order, asking students to 
tick which one they hear. The fact that 
words have been selected from the 
passage makes this is a more relevant 
exercise for students.

Working with CDs and sound 
files
It is very easy these days to buy 
digital recording equipment to 
make recordings which can then be 
downloaded from the device to create 
a sound file on your computer. This 
recording can then be burnt onto a CD 
in a matter of seconds.

Something I have found extremely 
useful in working with sound files is 
some free software called Audacity. This 
software is very easy to use and it allows 
the user not only to make sound files, 

but to then treat a sound file similarly 
to a Word document. For example, the 
teacher can insert pauses and copy 
excerpts and paste them into a separate 
sound file. 

This is brilliant if you want, for example, 
to select some phrases or sentences of a 
listening passage for dictation purposes 
or a listening training gap-fill. You can 
also use Audacity to add sound effects, 
speed up or slow down recordings and 
so on.  You can download Audacity 
from the following link: http://audacity.
sourceforge.net

Using the approach in the 
classroom
As we have seen, one short authentic 
listening text can be mined to provide 
hours of classroom activities over 
a series of lessons. Teachers can 
go through these systematically, or 
select those activities which are most 
appropriate for a particular class. 
Feedback suggests that students 
throw themselves into these activities, 
appreciating how useful they are 
in terms of listening and language 
acquisition because they are based on a 
real person, or real people, talking.

Conclusion
I believe that we should shift our focus 
from using authentic listening texts 
simply for listening comprehension 
purposes and accept that other goals, 
such as building up our students’ 
confidence and making them aware 
of the features of spoken English, are 
equally important. I feel we should 
use authentic listening texts to form 
the basis of further classroom activities 
that will train students to listen more 
effectively, help them acquire useful 
grammatical structures and lexis, 
become familiar with a range of accents 
and improve their speaking skills.
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