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Teachers researching their practice: Explorations in the Georgian classroom

Improving students’
listening skills

Nana Gelashvili
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Nana works in a rural school where
students face significant challenges
learning English due to limited
exposure and support. In this
research, she explored students
feelings, challenges and the
listening strategies they employed.
Findings revealed that pre-teaching
vocabulary and a supportive
environment were crucial for the
improvement of their listening skills
and overall engagement.
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Teaching context

| work at LEPL Khashuri llia Chavchavadze Public
School No.3 in the Shida Kartli region of Georgia.
Despite conducting two lessons per week with my
seventh graders (aged 12-13), persistent challenges
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arise due to the limited English exposure within our
rural community. Many students lack the necessary
support at home to reinforce their language skills,
exacerbating their struggles in mastering English.

Plus

LEPL Khashuri llia Chavchavadze Public School No. 3’

Research focus

My research delves deeply into the intricate difficulties
students face during listening activities, especially
regarding their anxiety levels and the challenges
posed by their limited vocabulary, both of which
significantly hinder comprehension. This research
focus emerged from my observations of students
consistently avoiding listening tasks and relying heavily
on passive listening strategies. Therefore, | came up
with the following exploratory research questions:

1. How do my learners feel about listening
activities?

2. What challenges do my students face during
listening activities?

3. What strategies do students use to complete
listening tasks?

To gain a more comprehensive understanding of
their challenges and coping strategies, | conducted

a thorough investigation using a combination of
questionnaires, observations, and focus groups
spanning three weeks.

| used a questionnaire to gather quantitative data
on students’ feelings, challenges, and strategies
during English listening activities. This tool included
questions about their feelings (nervous, motivated,
confused), main difficulties (vocabulary, grammar,
accents), and strategies used (taking notes, peer
collaboration, among others).

| used focus groups to collect data to delve
deeper into students’ perspectives, feelings, and
strategies regarding listening activities. | chose
six students with different listening abilities. The
focus group discussions revealed insights into
students’ experiences, challenges (vocabulary,
fast speech, diverse accents), and strategies
used (sitting and listening, taking notes,

peer collaboration).
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Findings

Regarding question one -How do my learners feel
about listening activities? — when analysing the
questionnaire responses, it became clear that a
significant number of students, eight out of 17, felt
nervous during English listening tasks. Conversely,
six felt motivated, while two felt confused.

These varied emotional responses highlight the
complexity of students’ experiences with listening
comprehension. Clearly, their nervousness and
lack of motivation in English listening activities led
to their lack of participation.

In relation to question two — What challenges

do my students face during listening activities?

— students’ responses revealed that they face
various challenges during listening activities. ‘|

often feel lost when | encounter unfamiliar words,’
remarked one student, highlighting the struggle with
vocabulary. Another student expressed, ‘Sometimes,
| just can’t catch what they’re saying because of

the fast speech,’ reflecting on difficulties with rapid
speech. Challenges in vocabulary, grammar, and
accents contributed to the difficulties they have
when listening, showing struggles with listening
tasks due to inadequate language skills. ‘Different
accents can be tough to understand’, noted a
student, emphasising the challenge of diverse
accents. Students also showed signs of confusion or
frustration during challenging listening segments,

‘| often find myself getting frustrated when | can’t
follow along,‘ shared one student. Additionally,
external factors like noise or interruptions also
hinder the ability to focus on listening tasks for
some. However, students appreciated support in
providing explanations, examples, and personal
assistance, ‘I think the teacher does a good job
explaining things when we’re stuck. It helps to have
more examples and personal support,' commented
one student, acknowledging my assistance.

Regarding question question three — 'What
strategies do students use to complete

listening tasks?’ — students’ responses, as well

as observations, shed light on the strategies
they employ during listening activities. Students
employed various coping mechanisms mainly
note-taking and pairwork. Some of them revealed
that they took notes as a symbol, while others
preferred to write notes as short sentences.
Regarding pairwork, ‘I think working in pairs is
very useful, when something is unclear for me my

partner helps me to catch the word correctly’,
shared one student, emphasising the benefits

of collaborative work. However, some students
expressed hesitation in discussing their answers
with their classmates due to differing knowledge
levels. ‘Yeah, sometimes | do take notes. But

it’s a bit tricky because | might not be on the
same page intellectually,’ shared one student.
This highlights some of the challenges students
faced when attempting to employ listening
strategies effectively. What is more — according
to observation data — students sometimes
employed rather passive listening strategies,

so they just sat and listened, resulting in limited
understanding. Overall, while students attempted
to use some listening strategies, they still faced
difficulties comprehending.

I e,

In summary, my findings suggest that my learners
had mixed feelings about listening activities.
Nervousness and lack of motivation often led them
to avoid listening tasks because of problems with
words, accents and external factors like noise
which made it hard for them to focus. Students use
strategies like taking notes and pair work but the
latter can be hard because of different knowledge
levels. Overall, students find it difficult to complete
their listening tasks effectively.
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Proposed action plan

After reviewing my research findings, it is

clear that more personalised assistance and
instructional strategies are required to help
students improve their listening skills and raise
their confidence level. My students had trouble
listening since they didn’t have the knowledge
level required. Thus, | can help them by giving
them examples, teaching vocabulary — defining
and illustrating newly introduced words - before
each listening activity, selecting keywords from
a listening transcript, and providing a preview of
the content. These strategies will help students
overcome the challenges they face during
listening activities.

Final reflections

Thanks to this research | learned more about the
difficulties my pupils have in improving their
listening abilities as well as the practical solutions
required to foster their development. The effect that
grammatical errors, limited vocabulary, and trouble
recognising accents have on students’ interest in
listening assignments is an important lesson to
learn. These difficulties impair cognition and also
cause avoidance and irritation. Support techniques
and focused interventions are crucial to overcoming
these challenges.

Furthermore, fostering a good and encouraging
environment is critical to motivating and engaging
students. Establishing safe spaces for making
errors and offering opportunities for peer
cooperation can help to create a more favourable
learning environment.
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The author

‘Thanks to this research | learned more about the
difficulties my pupils have in improving their listening
abilities as well as the practical solutions required to
foster their development.’

Nana Gelashvili is a distinguished educator in
English language education and a Fulbright TEA
programme Alumna of 2023. With 18 years of
valuable teaching experience, she specialises

in instructing English as a second language to
students aged six to 18. Having participated

in the programme at the University of North
Carolina at Greensboro University in the United
States, she enriched her teaching methodologies
and expanded her global perspective, further
enhancing her ability to navigate diverse
educational landscapes. Furthermore, Nana has
been recognised as an active member of the
European School Educational Platform, she was
nominated as an eTwinning awardee, a testament
to her unwavering commitment to innovative
teaching practices and collaboration in the field
of education. Nana remains deeply committed

to fostering a dynamic and enriching learning
environment for her students.



