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Teaching context

Mel teaches at Escuela Normal No. 1 de Toluca in México.
It is an urban school which offers two teaching majors:
the Licenciatura en Primaria (for elementary) and the
Licenciatura en Ensenanza del Inglés (for junior high). The
school has around 250 students and the particular group
Mel chose for this research consisted of eight female
adults aged 20 to 22 years old, who were on the Major
in English Language Teaching for Secondary Education
(LESDH programme. They were the last cohort studying
the curriculum of Plan 1999, in their third year and had
an average language proficiency level of B1. The group
received two 2-hour English lessons per week and at the
time of this project, they were also undertaking one of
the mandatory one-week teaching practices, consisting
of nine lessons in their assigned schools.
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Why focus on listening
comprehension skills?

Mel chose to explore listening comprehension skills
because for many students this is not an easy skill to
develop due to the fact that listening to English is not a
regular practice in this part of the country. Although Toluca
is an industrial city with global enterprises and factories,
there is not much contact with the target language.
Moreover, English is not a second language in Mexico
so if students want to listen to something in English, they
have to switch the TV audio settings and intentionally seek
out music, podcasts, etc. For many students, exposure to
English occurs only during English lessons.

Mel also noticed that this was her students’ weakest skill.
A couple of months previously, she had given them a
Cambridge PET mock exam and noted that although
the overall result was B1, the results for listening were
lower than expected, at A2. She felt she needed to
address this for two reasons: a) these students were
future English teachers so they needed to develop

and improve all four skills in a balanced way; b) as
part of their teacher education and work promotion
requirements (commonly known as a ‘plaza’), they had
to show evidence of recognised certification at B2 level.

Exploratory phase

Exploratory questions

Once the topic was decided, Mel designed questions
that would trigger the research and give her information
about her learners. These were:

1. What are my objectives when doing listening tasks
with my students?

2. What listening strategies do my students prefer?

3. What do my students think about the listening
certification exercises and training?

4. What support do | give my students before and
during listening activities?

Exploration tools
Then, in order to find answers to her questions, Mel
selected three different tools.

Reflection Notes: Mel decided to record her reflections
in a journal, e.g. how the activities had worked, or little
details that may easily have been overlooked.

A journal is a simple, yet powerful tool, because
itis important as a reflective teacher to identify
the things that go wrong in a lesson, as well as
the successful actions.

Student questionnaire: She also opted for a student
questionnaire to find out about her learners’ listening
habits and opinions. What she likes best about using
questionnaires is:

We start by asking the things we do not know, rather
than following impressions or even educated guesses.
And applying a questionnaire is the best way to get
answers. Sometimes it is difficult to get to the exact
question you want, and the answers can be really
surprising or frustrating.
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In the questionnaire, Mel also asked questions that would identify the strategies her learners were familiar with, those
they felt most comfortable with and those they felt they needed to practise and develop.

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE

Instructions: Read each question carefully and provide your answer.

1. How do you feel regarding your listening skills? Tick one:
Strong Acceptable Need to work on it Poor
2. When answering a listening task, you usually (mark with a cross all that apply):
‘ YES ‘ [\[0)

a) Stay relaxed even if you don't understand everything

b) Look for keywords or phrases

¢) Consider the context where the task is developed

d) Translate to Spanish

e) Get nervous when you don't understand something

) Try to understand every single word

3. How do you consider your preparation for answering listening tasks?:

Strong Not so strong Weak

4. Do you think you get enough listening preparation for your future certification?

Yes No

Why?

5. What listening strategies do you know? Mark with a cross all that apply.
‘ YES ‘ (\[0)

a) Prediction of content

b) Listening for the whole idea (gist)

c) Detection of signposts (keywords that give order, clarity
or give examples)

d) Listening for a specific kind of information and ignore
the rest (detail)

e) Inferring meaning (use clues and prior knowledge to
work out the meaning)

Adriana Amelia (Mel) Buendia Camacho
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6. What listening strategy do you feel the most comfortable with? Mark with a cross all that apply.

Prediction of content

‘ YES ‘ NO

Listening for the whole idea (gist)

Detection of signposts (keywords that give order, clarity
or give examples)

Listening for a specific kind of information and ignore
the rest (detail)

Inferring meaning (use clues and prior knowledge to
work out the meaning)

) Try to understand every single word

7. What strategies do you think you need to develop more? Mark with a cross all that apply.

Prediction of content

YES NO

Listening for the whole idea (gist)

Detection of signposts (keywords that give order, clarity
or give examples)

Listening for a specific kind of information and ignore
the rest (detail)

Inferring meaning (use clues and prior knowledge to
work out the meaning)

Thank youl

Peer observation: Mel also asked one of her colleagues to observe one of her lessons, and by following an Observation
Protocol she designed, she was able to get information about the things she did during her lesson, the actions she
could possibly improve and details about her lessons that can only be seen from the ‘outside’.

OBSERVATION PROTOCOL

1. How does the teacher prepare the learners for listening practice? Are the purpose and instructions
stated before starting?

2. Does the teacher provide any tips or strategies before the listening practice? If so, are they clearly
stated and appropriate to the task?

3. s the task appropriate to the learners’ level?

4. What type of listening task do you observe? What do the learners have to do?

5. Does the teacher provide any tips or strategies during the listening practice? If so, was the moment
appropriate and helpful?
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6. What does the teacher do when students are stuck in a particular exercise or question? Does the
teacher provide the use of a strategy or guide towards a solution?

7. In what way does the teacher know that the students are completing the task?

8. How does the teacher provide feedback after the listening practice?

9. Please add any other comments that you consider relevant to this observation protocol.

Encouraging findings

Mel was happy to discover that her objectives for the
project matched her learners’ opinions about their
listening skills and strategies: seven of the eight students
felt they needed to work on listening skills.

This is a skill which | have more difficulties, so |
need to do a lot of activities about listening to
develop or improve it.

Because | don’t practice and only do it in the
school and weekends.

Students also felt they needed an increased amount of
listening practice in class in light of their goal of B2-level
certification: the vast majority felt unprepared for the
listening tasks and over half also felt that they did not
get enough practice.

| need to listen to more audios or real
conversations, and have more input.

| need more practice and tips before listening.

The answers confuse me and | think in the
answer for very long time.

And the strategies which all students felt they needed to
develop the most were inferring meaning, listening for
gist and signposting. Added to the fact that half of them
were unfamiliar with inferring meaning, Mel decided that
this was the strategy that should be practised during the
intervention week.

With respect to the support that Mel provided, although
her learners considered this was sufficient, the feedback
from her colleague revealed that this could be improved
a) by making sure all students participated during
the tasks and b) by giving more time and attention to
vocabulary before listening.

One student (L) maybe did not identify or
know all the vocabulary she needs to answer
or to apply the strategies, so maybe you need
to work with her the understanding of the
vocabulary or other doubts she could have.

It is helpful to write on the board the examples
provided.

Monitor your SS more and you could see if they
are having difficulties to solve the exercises.

Involve all the SS to participate (L&V did not
participate).

Action
Mel reflected on her findings and thought about what
improvements she could make:

What strategies can |
use to help my students
improve their listening
performance? What

do | need to add to my
listening Lessons to make
them better?

Adriana Amelia (Mel) Buendia Camacho
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After some thought, she came up with the following
actions, which she would implement over the course of
two weeks, i.e. four lessons.

1. Pre-teach some vocabulary before any listening
activity, both to contextualise and to clarify anything
that could cause students difficulty during the task.

2. Teach and practise the strategy inferring meaning
with certification training exercises.

3. Explain with a simple PowerPoint the type of
exercises they would face in a certification listening
exam.

4. Apply a student participation technique, Card-O-
Matic (https://learn.teachingchannel.com/video/
student-participation-tip), to encourage all learners
to participate in the revision of the listening activity.

5. Dedicate time during the lessons to listening
activities: one for listening for detail (certification
type gap-filling exercise); two for inferring meaning
(certification type multiple-choice exercises). None
of these practice exercises would count towards the
learners’ marks.

Evaluation phase

Evaluation tools

Mel decided that to gather data on the impact of her
actions she would continue to reflect and make notes in
her journal. This time she focused on her lesson plans,
the use of the chart she had chosen to teach inferring
meaning, the difficulty level of the audios, the attitude of
the learners, and any change or action she considered
important.

She also designed another student questionnaire
to collect her students’ opinions about the listening
activities and their opinions about their own
performance. This time she decided to do it online since
time was very limited due to the teaching practice week,
school events and winter holidays.

And finally, Mel decided to organise some student
interviews. The aim was to get a summary of opinions
about the exercises, how they felt about these, and most
importantly, whether they perceived any change in their

listening comprehension skills. Mel chose to interview
her students in pairs because she thought they would
feel more relaxed and confident to express themselves
with a friend, as opposed to just talking to the teacher.
Another benefit was that some of them needed a little
prompting from a classmate to share their opinions in
an extended way. Mel recognised that it was important
to keep these interviews as informal and relaxed as
possible so she put on some calm background music
and engaged in some chit-chat before starting with
her questions. She also explained the reason for the
interviews and told them they were free to answer in
Spanish, which some did. Throughout the interviews
she took care to show interest and smile, whatever the
answer.

STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

—

. How do you feel now about answering
listening tasks? Do you still feel nervous or
anxious? Why?

2. Did you find the explanation and chart to
practise ‘inference’ helpful?
Yes/No
In what way?

3. Does being taught the vocabulary before
listening to a text help you understand the
text better?

In what way?

4. How do you feel about practising only with
certification type exercises? Do you find that
material helpful and motivating?

In what way?

5. How do you rate your performance when
answering listening tasks?
Strong / Not so strong / Weak
Has this improved recently?
In what way?
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Impact of the action

From the very beginning of this project, her learners had
connected a lack of vocabulary with poor listening skills.
They had reported ‘so many unknown words’ as a reason
for not comprehending the audios they were exposed
to. Interestingly, feedback after implementing the action
revealed that the pre-teaching of vocabulary helped to
activate previous knowledge and provide context for
the listening so students were better prepared for the
task. Additionally, a brief and straightforward explanation
of words or phrases before listening made it possible for
the learners to understand the content of the audio; the
majority (7) of them reported being able to identify the
words while listening and surf the task more easily.

As a teacher, this particular point was very
interesting, because | noticed that although some
words were new to the students, other words they

already knew or their meanings were confused with

other words due to fossilized mistakes, false coghates

or L2 interference. Sometimes it was more a matter
of clarifying vocabulary rather than teaching it.

By practising the inferring meaning strategy, learners
became aware of factual information they already
possessed (as well as the importance it has for strategies
like this), and learned how to contrast, or cross-reference
it with the information in the audio recording. The
chart used for practising the strategy develops critical
thinking in the sense of discriminating, organising and
ranking information; most (7) of them considered the
chart helpful in this matter.

1. Did practising
“inference” help

you reinforce your
listening skills?
8 responses

The steps for inferring are
not complex, and after some
repetition, half (4) of the
students were able to carry
out this inferring process in a
more instinctive way, having
the opportunity to obtain more
information from the audio
recording.

The presentation of the different types of listening exercise
in certification exams proved to be of some, but not high
importance to the learners because the format was not
new to them. Both questionnaire and interview feedback
showed this to be ‘not so important’. Nonetheless, Mel still
believes that understanding the purposes and challenges
of each listening task offers the students the opportunity
to focus attention on specific aspects of the language
while on-task, to pinpoint weaknesses in their skill for
future improvement, as well as to raise general awareness
of their English listening level.

At the end of the implementation week in December,
another Cambridge PET mock exam was held (this was
not arranged by Mel to evaluate her actions; it had
already been planned before the Champion Teachers
programme began). All eight students took it and the
results in the listening paper showed an improvement
for each of them from either A1 to A2 or from B1 to
B1+. From the results, it would appear that even in
such a short time some improvement had occurred.
Moreover, on the last day of the implementation stage,

Adriana Amelia (Mel) Buendia Camacho
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three of the students sat for an APTIS certification exam.
After the winter break, the results from this examination
showed that these learners had reached the B2-level
certification, which was one of Mel's main concerns at
the beginning of this project.

What Mel learned

In retrospect, and after having finished the research, Mel
still thinks that listening is, for many English learners, the
most difficult skill to improve. Learners’ attitudes toward
the skill is not @ minor factor to consider either, so it
is very important to provide students with the tools to
help them improve and develop. Mel discovered that
pre-teaching vocabulary can make a difference to the
learners’ performance and development of skills.

| remembered that little changes can make
a big difference. A simple practice like pre-
teaching vocabulary before a listening task is
a great example. When learners are given the
tools for successful practice, more than one
element adds up, and a short ist of phrases
or words transforms into more confidence,
activation of vocabulary, clarification of a
concept, better overall performance during a
listening, and a favourable attitude towards the
task, or even English itself!

She also found that it was important to provide her
students with a variety of strategies that they could
apply to any receptive skills task and that as teachers
we should not only teach the strategy that we like best,
teach best or find easier to teach — students need to
improve their English level, for many different reasons,
and we should make sure we create the spaces for that
to happen.

In my opinion, we teachers sometimes forget
what we need to become good ‘listeners’, or we
believe that the strategies come to usin some
unconscious or magical way somewhere down

the English learning road. Nothing could be
further from the truth. Itis very important to
teach the strategies that will help our students
develop their comprehension skills. And the way
to do that may be found in a graphic organiser,
which looks more visual than auditory. In this

very particular case, | learned how to use a
chart that builds critical thinking but ended up
developing a receptive skill. Everything adds up.

Finally, due to national requirements for the English
teaching profession in Mel's teaching context, language
proficiency certification has become an essential factor,
so it is important for her to prepare her teacher trainees
for this: ‘Maybe moving from one level to another is not a
small change, but it surely makes a big difference for them’

Reflections on EAR

Being part of the Champion Teacher programme has
taught Mel several things. First of all, she learned that
research is not a horrible or boring thing to do. This was
her first experience and she can say that it was enjoyable,
most of the time. To participate in this EAR was interesting
and brought the idea of education research much closer
to her everyday context. She also really welcomed
obtaining some positive results in a short time and the
feeling of real achievement that provides.
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During this research, | realised, yet again, that no matter how many years of teaching experience
we have, there is always something that needs to be revisited, a skill that needs to be practised, a
new purpose to work for, and a difference that needs to be made.

| enjoy well-structured processes for the guidelines and discipline they provide, and this project was
no exception. Once | started developing my project, | noticed that there are many topics waiting to
be investigated, and this EAR approach is something that could be taught to our trainee teachers,
and current teachers, so they also become education researchers of English teaching in Mexico.
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At the end of the project Mel acknowledges that
even though she has many years’ experience of
teaching, there is still ‘@ new purpose to work for
and a difference that needs to be made’. Maybe
you too have been teaching for many years. Do
you think doing a project like this could prove
helpful for your own development while at the
same time benefiting your students? What skill
or area of your teaching could you revisit?
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