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Pupils at the primary stage of learning English as a Foreign Language
(EFL) need to acquire a reasonable command of the four language skills:
listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Listening, however, has been less
emphasized in the English instructional program in Egypt in favor of the
other language skills such as speaking, reading, and writing. Teachers have
spent most of their teaching time working with their pupils on reading and
writing activities. Greater emphasis on listening can improve pupils’ ability
to comprehend the spoken word both in the primary years and in the following
school years as well.

Most EFL teachers in Egypt have studied how to teach speaking, reading
and writing and know activities to use in dealing with such language skills.
They may not be as experienced, however, in developing objectives and
activities for listening skills. Therefore, this chapter aims at helping primary
English language teachers understand the nature of listening skills as well as
the activities they can use to teach listening to their pupils.

A Classroom Snapshot
Mrs. Mona is teaching her first year English class the numbers 1 to 5 in
English. She is dictating telephone numbers of the pupils in the class. She
calls out the numbers in a loud, clear voice, pausing between each number so
that the children can write the numbers on their papers. After each telephone
number is completed, Mrs. Mona writes the correct number on the board.
The pupils check their responses. As some pupils recognize the number as
their own, they call out in Arabic “That’s mine.” Mrs. Mona quickly teaches
the children to say “That’s mine” in English and the dictation continues for
a few more minutes, with occasional enthusiastic responses of “That’s mine!”
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What is Listening?
Listening involves more than just hearing. It is a complex process and
researchers are not quite sure how learners actually process what they hear.
Anderson and Lynch (1988) describe what they call “the serial bottom-up
model.”  In this model, it is assumed that a listener first of all understands
the lowest unit in speech – the phoneme -- and then works up to larger units
gradually building up comprehension of the whole.
Current researchers reject this model.  Rather, they  believe that listeners use
a wide range of knowledge to understand the spoken word. They need what
Widdowson (1983) calls systemic knowledge, which involves knowledge of
phonological (sound), syntactic (grammatical) and semantic (meaning) aspects
of the language system. Listening also requires schematic knowledge, or
knowledge of the world.  It appears that when listening, children use all this
knowledge simultaneously to make guesses, or hypothesize, about the meaning
of the message. Hence, listening is a highly active process, not a passive one.

Listening and Language Acquisition
Stephen Krashen (1985) has studied the question of how we acquire a second
language. In his Input Hypothesis, he argues that we acquire language by
understanding input that is a little bit above our own level of competence.
We can do this because we use both our systemic and schematic knowledge.
 We focus on the meaning of the message, not the form, and rely on
extralinguistic context (such as pictures, gestures and contextual information)
to create meaning for ourselves.
Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of the zone of proximal development is also
relevant to this process.  The zone of proximal development refers to the
degree of readiness children display for learning.  The zone is bounded on
the bottom by the child’s current level of competence in the language and on
the top by the competence the child can be expected to achieve with adult
guidance or with the help of more competent peers.  Teachers who gear their
instruction to their pupils’ zone of proximal development will find that
language learning is accelerated.
Krashen also argues that children usually need a “silent period” (Krashen,
1982) at the beginning of learning English, during which time they listen to
and absorb the language. During this period, children benefit from continuous
exposure to large amounts of comprehensible English.  Listening to
comprehensible input can actually aid language acquisition.  Therefore,
children who are actively listening in their classrooms may be engaged in
language learning even though they have not yet begun to speak in English.
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What is Difficult about Listening?
Listening is not an easy skill. Pupils in the English language classroom often
complain about not being able to understand when the teacher speaks in
English. This complaint is due to the pupils' limited experience listening to
comprehensible oral English.
Listening is a receptive skill like reading, yet pupils often find listening more
difficult to handle in their English courses. While listening to oral speech,
pupils have less time to reflect on the meanings of individual words than they
do while reading.  While listening, learners need to hear and understand almost
immediately what the speaker says while still attempting to attend to the rest
of his/her speech.
Listening is easily affected by distractions such as noise or daydreaming.
Attentive listening requires concentration; therefore, any disturbance to
listening will result in misunderstanding or non-comprehension. Teachers
must help their pupils to establish sound listening habits that help them to
ignore distractions and concentrate on the speaker's message.

Recommendations for the English
Teacher in a Primary EFL classroom
Here are some things you can do to help your children’s listening
comprehension.

1. Increase the amount of listening time in the EFL classroom.  Think of
listening as a primary channel of learning new material and provide daily
practice for your pupils to listen to comprehensible English.

2. Adapt your oral language to provide comprehensible input.  Slow down,
articulate carefully and check understanding often.  Repeat and/or
paraphrase when needed to make sure that students understand. (See
Chapter 17: Classroom Assessment for more ideas on how to check
understanding while teaching.)  Provide clues to the context of the oral
language to help the children understand English that is a little bit above
their current level of competence.

3. When introducing a new topic or lexical item, have learners practice
listening first before asking them to speak, read or write about a subject.

4. Make sure that listeners are active and that the tasks you provide are
attainable and rewarding.

5. Make sure that the children know exactly what they have to do before you
begin the listening activity.

6. Teach pupils a variety of different listening skills based upon their
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proficiency with the new language, their cognitive abilities and their
interest levels. One approach is to determine listening skill objectives for
the new material according to the following categories:

• Listening with attention
• Listening with discrimination
• Listening with understanding

7. Motivation is so important for young children learning languages.  Work
to make listening activities purposeful, interesting and fun for your learners.

The instructional activities below are grouped according to objective. They
will provide examples that you can adapt for your own classroom.

Instructional Activities for Listening

Listening With Attention
1. Listen Selectively. Lead the children to understand that they must

listen purposefully and selectively. Tell them that you will read a list of
numbers only once. They must select a particular number that you describe
in advance. For example, ask them to:

Listen for the third number.
Listen for the largest number.
Listen for the number closest to the sum of two and two.

Have children respond by writing the answer on a sheet of paper, by
sharing the information with a learning partner, or by volunteering the
information to the teacher. Items other than numbers can be used in this
activity. Read a list of colors and ask children to select the one that is the
same as Ghada’s dress. (Choose a student from the class or a character
pictured in the text.) You could also ask them to choose the names of cities,
countries, or words beginning with a certain letter.



2. Listen and Tick. Have the children copy a list of words they have
studied in Hello! into their notebooks. Then read out some of the words
and ask the children to tick the words they hear. Walk around the class
and check children’s papers. Re-teach and practice words they have trouble
with.

Variations:
• To make this activity more challenging, turn your back to the pupils and

face the board, so they will have to discriminate words without looking at
your face or mouth. (Touba, 2000)

• Listen and Tick can also be made into a Bingo game. Have children prepare
cards containing words from the unit of Hello! you are studying on a 5 x
5 square grid. Students place a marker on each word when they hear you
say it. The first student to get five in a row – across, down, or on the
diagonal – is the winner. Continue until everyone wins.

3. Listening Gap. Read children a text they have studied with some words
missing. Ask them to listen as you read the text and to write in the missing
words. Make this activity a little easier by supplying the children with a
copy of the text with the blank spaces where the words should be. You can
make the activity even easier by writing the missing words on the
blackboard so that the children can copy them in the correct spaces.

Listening with Discrimination
1. Listen for Sounds. Call out a list of known words and ask pupils to

raise their hands when they hear a word that begins or ends with a particular
sound or cluster of sounds, e.g., call out short, show, shoes, brush, cheese,
chair, and have them raise their hands with one finger up if they hear /sh/,
or two fingers if they hear /ch/.

2. Same or Different?  Say aloud a pair of words which are either identical
or differ in one aspect. The children should stand up if the words are
different and stay seated if they are the same. The words may differ in the
area of the particular discrimination skill you want practiced.  For example:
cat/hat, run/ran, pot/top. Or ask the children to clap when they hear a
sound or inflection that doesn’t belong, for example: fat, four, fin, very.

3. I Am Thinking. Play the game “I Am Thinking” to practice
discrimination of sounds. Say: I am thinking of a word that begins with
/d/. It is the name of an animal. Is it “dog?” The children respond Yes or
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No orally or by or holding up note cards with the word Yes on one side
and No on the other.

4. Listen for Intonation. Teach the pupils to use hand signals to identify
intonation patterns in sentences. Upon hearing a yes/no question, the
pupils use a rising hand motion. For a statement they use a falling hand
motion. Later pupils can identify other intonation patterns such as
commands, exclamations, standard questions and either/or questions.

5. Clap the Rhythm. Children can learn to identify the rhythm patterns
of English by clapping or snapping their fingers in rhythm to poems,
chants and songs. (See Chapter 4: Songs and Chants for Young Learners,
for many examples.)

Listening with Understanding
1. Listen and Draw. Primary pupils always enjoy drawing. Model drawing

simple stick figures for them. Then give the children short sentences in
English using words in their lesson from Hello. Have the children draw
what you say in their notebooks. Examples: Draw a telephone, Draw a
thin boy, Draw a big apple. After each drawing is completed, show pupils
a picture of the target vocabulary so they can check their answers.

2. Listen and Color.  Have children make a 3 x 2 matrix, as below. Ask
them to draw the objects listed in the matrix. Then have them listen and
color the pictures according to your directions, for example:

Color the duck white and black.

Color the bread brown.

Color the shorts yellow.

Color picture number 6 green.
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Once again, provide a correctly colored picture to allow pupils to check their
answers.

3. Listen and Do. Ask the pupils to listen to you and perform actions. For
example: Put your hand on your head, Tap your feet, Close your eyes. You
may wish to demonstrate the actions at the beginning of this activity and
later give directions with no teacher demonstration. (See Chapter 5: Games
for Language Learning for Simon Says and other listening games.)

Variation: When your pupils are ready, ask them to listen to more than one
sentence. Give them an oral description of a certain object, job or person and
ask them to circle the item on their paper. For example:
Every day, he goes to his workshop. He wears a blue suit. He repairs my father’s
car. I like him because he works very hard.

4. Listen and Classify. Provide your pupils with a table that is partially
filled in. Design your table according to the topic of the lesson. Next, ask
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your pupils to listen for the information they need to complete the table.
The first one is done for the pupils.

5. Listen and Judge. For this activity, read a text to the pupils. The pupils
have some written sentences on a separate paper. The pupils are asked to
listen and judge which sentence is right and which one is wrong. Students
will find this particularly interesting if you use sentences about them, for
example:

1. Nabil lives in Cairo with his uncle.
2. Omar’s mother works in a hospital.
3. Hana is in third year.

6. Listen and Match. Write a list of target vocabulary words on the
blackboard. Ask the pupils to listen as you define one of the words then
ask them to write the appropriate word on their papers. Help the children
check their answers at the end of the activity.

7. Listen and Sequence. Give the children a group of pictures that tell
a story or illustrate a sequence. Ask the children to listen as you tell the
story then arrange the pictures in the correct order. (Note: This works
well as a pair or small group activity.)

8. Listen and Respond. It is better not to isolate the speaking skill
completely. Children will develop communication ability best in situations
where they use authentic language in natural, realistic, useful ways.
Listening and speaking go together to create communication and our
children need to do both together. For example, pupils can respond with
“Yes,” “No” or “True,” “False” to the following sentences:

A bird can eat and fly.  (True).
A dog can fly and run.  (False).

Mohamed is an engineer.

Job
Engineer
Teacher

Name
Mohamed

Salma

Alexandria

Omar is from Cairo.

Name Place
Omar Cairo
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Conclusion
For young children, listening while trying to understand oral language is a
powerful beginning for the language acquisition process. In order to accelerate
this natural process of language acquisition, children need to hear abundant
and meaningful language input.  This comprehensible input can be meaningful
and motivating in foreign language classrooms if we remember to support
student understanding with gestures, pictures and other context clues. It is
also helpful if the learning is fun and challenging. A child’s curiosity and
interest are engaged when we use a variety of listening activities in our daily
lessons.

Key Terminology
Listening
An active and complex process which requires learners to receive sounds,
attend to relevant sounds, assign meaning and store the message for later use.

Systemic Knowledge
Knowledge of the language systems – syntax, phonology, semantics

Schematic Knowledge
Knowledge not related to the language system e.g. knowledge of the world

Input Hypothesis
We acquire language by listening to comprehensible input that is slightly
above our own level of competence.

Comprehensible Input
Language input to children, which is aimed at the upper limit of the child’s
language proficiency in English. Comprehensible input which aids language
acquisition is abundant and surrounded by extralinguistic context.

Listening with Attention
The ability of the listener to attend to specific kinds of sounds (e.g., speech
sounds) and eliminate others from consciousness.

Listening with Discrimination
The ability of the listener to perceive the differences between specific sounds
or phonemes in speech.

Listening with Understanding
The ability of the listener to attach meaning to the speech sounds which are
heard.
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Understanding Check
1. Why is teaching listening important to EFL learning?
2. How can comprehensible input help with language acquisition?
3. Look carefully at the listening activities in Hello I, II and find examples

of listening with attention, listening with discrimination and listening
with understanding.

4. Adapt two of the activities from this chapter for a lesson you will teach
from Hello!

Zone of Proximal Development
The level of learning which is the distance between what the child can do
with language without adult help and the level at which he can operate under
adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.
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What is listening?
The bottom-up model
Systemic knowledge and schematic knowledge
Listening is an active process

Listening and Language Acquisition
The Input Hypothesis
The Silent Period
Comprehensible Input

Difficulties in Teaching and Learning to Listen in a Foreign
Language
Limited instructional experience
Limited time to reflect and analyze
Distractions

Recommendations for the Primary EFL Teacher
Increase amount of comprehensible input in English
Teach listening skills prior to speaking, reading and writing
Make sure listeners are actively engaged
Make sure children know exactly what they are supposed to do
Determine specific objectives for listening

Listening with
Attention

Listening with
Discrimination

Listening with
Understanding

Instructional Activities

Listen Selectively
Listen and Tick
(Bingo)

Listen for Sounds
Same or Different?
I am Thinking
Listen for Intonation
Clap the Rhythm

Listen and Draw
Listen and Color
Listen and Do
Listen and Classify
Listen and Judge
Listen and Match
Listen and Sequence
Listen and Respond
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Summary Handout for Chapter 6:


