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ABSTRACT
In teaching listening, it is widely known that a good pattern for listening session should include
three stages: pre-listening, while-listening, and post-listening. The aim of this paper is to investigate
the employment of pre-listening activities to help improve English-majored students’ listening compre-
hension at Van Hien University. The paper first defines the listening process and then reviews various
pre-listening activities that are used in teaching and learning listening skill. In order to illustrate the
importance of the use of pre-listening activities, the experiment was employed with the participation of
two separate groups: one experimental group and one control group. Pre- and post-tests were used to
explore students’ performance before and after the use of pre-listening activities in teaching listening
lessons. The results showed that there was a statistically significant difference between the two groups
after the experiment. This difference was in favor of the group experiencing pre-listening activities.
Finally, from the research findings, recommendations were made in the hope of improving listening
practice and teaching.
Keywords: listening skill, pre-listening activities, English-majored students

TOM TAT
Sir dung cac hoat dong trwde khi nghe trong viéc day ky nang nghe cho sinh vién
chuyén nganh tié'ng Anbh tai trwong Pai hoc Van Hién

Kiéu mau cho viéc day ky ning nghe duwoc biét dén réng rdi bao gom ba buéc: truede khi nghe, trong
khi nghe va sau khi nghe. Nhiéu hoat dong thiwong dwoc sir dung & giai doan truede khi nghe. Bai bdo
nay tim hiéu viéc vmg dung cdc hoat dong trieée khi nghe dé givip cdi thién ky nang nghe ciia sinh vién
truong Pai hoc Van Hién. Pau tién bai viét dinh nghia tién trinh nghe va tiép dén tong hop cdc hoat
dong trudre khi nghe dirge dimg trong viée day va hoc ky nang nghe. Dé minh hoa tam quan trong ciia
viéc su dung cac hoat dong trudc khi nghe, nghién ciru thuc nghiém duoc ap dung voi sy tham gia cua
2 nhém riéng biét, nhém thic nghiém va nhém diéu khién. Bai kiém tra pre-test va post-test duwoc dp
dung dé tim ra két qud ciia sinh vién truée va sau khi sir dung cac hoat dong trieée khi nghe trong qua
trinh day va hoc. Két qua tim ra cho thdy cé s khdc biét gitta hai nhém va két qua tot thién vé nhém
thuee nghiém. Cudi cing, tir két qua nay, nhiéu dé nghi diege diea ra voi hy vong cdi tién viéc day va hoc
ky nang nghe.

Tir khéa: kj nang nghe, hoat dong truede khi nghe, sinh vién chuyén nganh tiéng Anh

1. Introduction
English has become an international lan

have to do is studying English well. This is the
reason why more and more students choose

guage in this globalization era. In Vietnam,
English has maintained its dominant role as the
first foreign language for the last fifteen years.
It is now increasingly used in nearly all aspects
of daily life. In order to have a good job, one of
the most important things Vietnamese students

English as their major when they enter univers

ty. Most of the English-majored students at Van
Hien University come from rural areas where
English skills such as Listening and Speaking
are not emphasized in high schools. As a con-
sequence, they find it difficult to be good at lis-
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tening and speaking skills which are separated
subjects in university. After teaching listening
skill to English-majored students for over two
years at Van Hien University, the researcher
has recognized that the majority of students
were aware of the importance of listening and
they have always wanted to listen well and try
their best. However, they could not get much
improvement. They were then confused and
became less confident and discouraged. The
fore, they lost interest in listening learning and
are not willing to participate in listening activi
ties because of their lack of prior knowledge of
the topic. In other words, students found it hard
to pay attention to the complete listening
cess. As a result, this skill has become the most
challenging for them to develop.

According to Oxford (1993), listening is
the most fundamental skill to develop the other
three (speaking, reading and writing) skills.
Rost (1994) also pinpointed the importance of
listening in the language classroom as the
plier of the input for students. Additionally,
among the four language skills, listening is the
most difficult skill to obtain (Eastman, 1987).

In teaching listening, Underwood (1989),
Richards and Renandya (2002) have suggested
that a good pattern for listening session should
include three stages: pre-listening, while-lis
tening, and post-listening. According to Und
wood (1989), pre-listening stage is extremely
essential for teaching-learning listening. Also
Ehsanjou and Khodareza (2014) indicated in
their study that pre-listening activities are ef-
fective in teaching listening comprehension. In
many listening classes in university, however,
few activities which are not enough to make the
class more interested are used at the pre-listen-
ing stage. Nguyen Thi Thuy Loan (2008, p. 2)
showed in her study that pre-listening activities
are not exploited sufficiently and appropriately
to prepare students some idea of what they e
pect to hear. In addition, Tran Thi Phuong Tham
(2011, p. 2) found in her study that pre-listeing
activities influenced positively her students’
performance.

In order to help students at Van Hien
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University with listening learning, this paper
will discuss the use of pre-listening activities to
facilitate the process of teaching and learning
listening comprehension. Hopefully, this pa-
per can make a meaningful contribution to the
improvement of students’ listening ability. The
following research question leads the paper:

To what extent can pre-listening activities
improve students’ listening comprehension

2. Literature review

2.1. Definitions of listening

Pearson and Fielding (1983) define that lis
tening involves the simultaneous orchestration
of skills in phonology, syntax, semantics, and
knowledge of text structure-all of which seem to
be controlled by the same set of cognitive pr
cesses. Coakley and Wolvin (1986) suggest that
listening comprehension in a second language
is the process of receiving, focusing attention
on, and assigning meaning to aural stimuli. It
includes a listener, who brings prior knowledge
of the topic, linguistic knowledge and cognitive
processes to the listening task, the aural text,
and the interaction between the two.

Later, according to Buck (2001, p. 2), lis
tening comprehension is really a bidirectional
process of acquisition. This is a combination of
both listening and exposing the information or
data with comprehending-decoding the acoustic
signals and then catching the content of the data
and scoring in the long-term memory. Listen-
ing, then, is a complex, active processive in
terpretation in which listeners match what they
hear with what they already know.

2.2. Listening as a bottom-up and top-
down process.

Nunan (1999, p. 200) states that there are
two views of listening that have dominated
language pedagogy over the last twenty years.
These are the “bottom-up” processing view and
the “top-down” interpretation view. The follow-
ing sub-sections are a discussion of these views.
As the study focuses on pre-listening activities,
we will look more closely at top-down process-
ing view.

2.2.1. Listening as a bottom-up process

The first model of listening to be developed
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was the bottom-up model. It was developed by
researchers in the 1940s and 1950s (Richard,
2005, p. 24). Since then, several linguists and
researchers have studied this model. Nunan
(1999, p. 200) said that the process view of b
tom-up listening comprehension is a linear one,
in which ‘ meaning itself is derived as the last
step in the process.”. Buck (2001, p. 200) pre-
sented that bottom-up processing refers to the
use of incoming data as a source of information
about the meaning of a message. It involves
identifying and distinguishing sounds, words,
structures, grammar, and other features of the
message such as stress and intonation. This
process is closely associated with the listener’s
linguistic knowledge. However, bottom-up
processing has its weak points. If the listeners
understand very few words from the incoming
signal, they often revert to their knowledge of
the topic and situation, they use top-down pro-
cessing to compensate for difficulties in bot
tom-up processing.

2.2.2. Listening as a top-down process

Top-down processing view suggests that the
listener actively constructs the original me
ing of the speaker using incoming sounds as
clues (Nunan, 1999, p. 200). The listener uses
background knowledge or previous experience
of the situation, context, etc. to arrive at com-
prehension. In terms of listening, the listener
actively constructs (or reconstructs) the original
meaning of the speaker employing new input
as clues. In this reconstruction process, the lis-
tener employs prior knowledge of the context
and situation within which the listening occurs
to understand what he/she hears. Similarly, Na-
tion and Newton (2008, p. 40) state that top-
down processing involves the listener in going
from the whole — their prior knowledge and
their content and rhetorical schemata — to the
parts. In other words, the listener uses what
they know of the content of communication
to predict what the message will contain, and
uses parts of the message to confirm, correct or
add to this Buck (2001, p. 3) has a well-known
example to make it clearer. If we hear the
lowing uncompleted sentence, ‘she was so an-

>

gry, she picked up the gun, aimed and
(adapted from Grosjean, 1980), we know what
is going to happen, and we probably need very
little acoustic information to underst
nal word, be it fired’, ‘shot’ or whatever. As
we listen, we will expect a word such as fired,
and we will probably process only enough of
the sound to confirm our expectations, or we
may not even bother to listen to the last word
at all. Our background knowledge about guns
and what angry people do with them help us to
determine what the word is.

2.3. Definition of pre-listening

This is a stage when the context of the listen
ing text is established, the task explained and
assistance offered as necessary (Underwood,
1989, p. 28). According to him, it is unfair to
plunge students straight into the listening text
as this makes it extremely difficult for them to
use the natural listening skills (which we all use
in our native language) of matching what we
hear with what they expect to hear and using
their previous knowledge to make sense of it.
Therefore, before listening, students should be
‘tuned in’ so that they know what to expect, both
in general and for particular tasks. This kind of
preparatory work is generally described as “pre-
listening work’ or just ‘pre-listening’.

Similarly, Harmer (1998, p. 100) hold that
students need to be made ready to listen. This
means that they will need to look at pictures,
discuss the topic, or read the questions first, for
example, to be in a position to predict what is
coming. Teachers should do their best to get
students engaged with the topic and the task so
that they really want to listen.

2.4. The importance of pre-listening

Pre-listening is a very important stage for it
aims to generate interest, build confidence and
to facilitate comprehension (Berman, 2003).
Many students are fearful of listening, and can
be disheartened when they listen to something
that they have little understanding and inter
est. So pre-listening firstly aims to spark inter
est and motivate students to do listening tasks
from the spoken message. When students are
able to relate the listening experience to their
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own lives, they are more eager to listen actively
to what the speaker has to say. Secondly, pre-
listening aims to build learners’ confidence. For
students, a large number of unknown words
will often hinder listening, and certainly lower
confidence. Therefore, students need to brai
storm language beforehand, and then perform
the scene. Additionally, according to Lindsay
and Knight (2006, p. 49), pre-listening helps fo
cus students’ attention on the topic, activate any
knowledge they have about the topic and make
it clear what they have to do while they listen.

2.5. Pre-listening activities

Pre-listening is a stage the learners prepare
before listening, so the activities used at this
stage are considered to provide an opportunity
to gain some knowledge which will help the
learners follow the listening text. According to
Underwood (1989), pre-listening activities usu-
ally have two primary goals: (1) to bring to con-
sciousness the tools and strategies that good lis-
teners use when listening, and (2) to provide the
necessary context for that specific listening task.
He also holds that it is helpful to focus at first
on providing considerable pre-listening support
so that the students can achieve a high level of
success and thus become confident that they can
listen effectively. In this way we can help our
students to comprehend the listening text be
ter. Researchers investigated various different
pre-listening activities which second language
learners use when listening. The following will
present pre-listening activities of different re
searchers.

Brainstorming: Underwood (1989) states
that brainstorming some vocabulary for the stu-
dents to study before listening helps students
concentrate on the overall meaning because they
know the meaning of vocabulary. Wilson (2008)
presents that the first goal of brainstorming is to
generate large numbers of ideas based on a to
ic or a problem. Initially, all contributions are
accepted without criticism. The next stage in
volves whittling the ideas down to those which
may be practically applicable. Brainstorming is
a particularly useful thing to do before listening
to factual passages with one main topic (Wilson,
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2008). It is also considered that brainstorming is
a good way to activate the students’ schemata.

Informal teacher talk and class discussion:
According to Underwood (1989, p. 43) this is
a very common form of pre-listening activity.
Teachers generally give their students some
background information, begin to talk about the
topic and indicate what the students should ex-
pect to hear. A pair-work or group-work discu
sion will bring students into the topic, and make
them more willing to listen. On the other hand,
teachers can use this activity to motivate the s
dents by making them feel that the actual listen-
ing text is really interesting/ exciting/ amazing.
Additionally, Lindsay (2006) suggests teachers
give students information about the context, for
example, who is talking, where they are.

Setting questions beforehand: According to
Wilson (2008, p. 75) setting questions before-
hand is the most common way of establishing
a reason for the students to listen. There are, of
course, many different types of questions we
can set. One particularly useful type is som
times known as a signposting question. Just like
a real signpost, this points the students in the
right direction and ensures that no one gets lost.
Signposting questions make listeners aware of
the key points of the text and guide the students
through it.

Looking at pictures before listening: Accord
ing to Underwood (1989), looking at pictures
may raise student’s interest or remind them of
something relating to the topic. Furthermore,
Wilson (2008) states that pictures can be used
to help students recognize the lesson theme. He
also adds that in a coursebook there may be no
overt reference in the rubric to any pictures on
the page, but a picture still sends out a message
about the topic of the lesson. The students can
simply look at the picture and guess what the
listening text will be about.

Giving some background information: Un-
derwood (1989) states that teachers can provide
the appropriate background information includ-
ing information about the speaker, topic of the
presentation, purpose of the presentation, and
the concepts and vocabulary that are likely to be
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embedded in the presentation.

Speculating on what students will hear: Ac-
cording to Underwood (1989) students can be
told something about the speaker(s) and the top-
ic and then asked to suggest what they are likely
to hear in the listening text. He also adds that
this is a useful activity with adult students who
are perhaps more interested in speculating on
the likely behaviour of individuals in particu-
lar situations. Besides, Berman (2003) states
that predicting the themes and vocabulary of a
lecture before listening can help to improve st
dents’ comprehension of difficult listening s
ments. When they are listening they generally
have an idea about what they are going to hear,
whether it is the answer to a question they have
asked, or part of a talk or lecture in an area they
are studying.

Following the instructions for the while-
listening activity: Underwood (1989) states
that the instructions may provide an overview
of the presentation, its main ideas, questions to
be answered while listening, a summary of the
presentation, or an outline. In addition, Linsay
(2006) suggests making sure learners under
stand what they have to do while they are lis-
tening, i.e. do they have to do something, write
something, draw something, and so on? If teach-
ers give them some comprehension questions to
answer, they need to read them and check they
understand them before they hear the text.

The choice of these activities depends on a
number of factors such as the time available, the
material available, the ability of the class, the
interest of the class, the interest of the teacher,
the place in which the work is being carried out,
and the nature and content of the listening text
itself (Underwood, 1989, p. 33). Of these fa
tors, the nature and content of the listening text
is very important. When choosing pre-listening
activities, therefore, the teacher needs to be
creative and flexible to select activities appr
priate to these factors, especially to the nature
and content of the listening itself. Additionally,
the teacher needs to prepare the activities of pre-
listening step as carefully as possible. Learners
have to be equipped with a variety of activities

bringing advantages for the next steps. More
ver, the pre-listening process should not last
longer than the actual listening activity. Finally,
the activities should not be too demanding, oth-
erwise the students will lose their interests.

3. Research Methods

The study was conducted at Van Hien Uni
versity in the first term of the school year 2017-
2018 with the participation of fifty English-ma-
jored students who come from rural areas and
are at the same levels. These students belonged
to the two classes of ENG43101 and ENG43102
which were assigned into two separated groups
of experiment and control, respectively, by the
researcher. They were chosen from the three
classes which the researcher was in charge
of listening subject. They did not attend any
English classes at the language center. Their
scores of the three last terms were on average
and both classes used Q: Skills for Success 1:
Listening and Speaking as the main textbook.
This indicated that there was no significant
difference among their language proficiency.
Class ENG43101 was the group which was
taught listening lessons with pre-listening
tivities designed by the researcher while Class
ENG43102 was the group which was taught
listening lessons with pre-listening activities in
the textbook such as providing vocabulary and
asking questions.

In the process of collecting data, the experi-
ment was employed and lasted for eight weeks.
During eight weeks, each group had eight
60-minute meetings for listening compreh
sion. In the experiment, pre- and post tests were
used to explore students’ performance before
and after the use of pre-listening activities in
teaching listening lessons. The pre- and post-
test scores of the control group were then c
pared with those of the experimental group to
see the difference between the two groups.

In each listening lesson, only the students
in the experimental groups were supplied with
three or four pre-listening activities designed by
the researcher to practice the activities as p
sented. The main pre-listening activities con-
sisted of the following as: Being comfortable
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and self-confident, Setting purpose, Activating
existing knowledge, Predicting, Getting ready
to listen.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Pre-test result

In this section, the scores from the pre-tests
of'each group are calculated in terms of percent-
age, score frequency and mean. These values of
both groups are then compared with each other
to find out whether there occurred any differ
ence in the students’ listening performance.

As displayed in Table 1, the majority of the

students in the both groups got the average listen

ing scores (76% in the control group and 80% in
the experimental group). 12% of the students in
the control group got 7 points (fair scores) in the
listening test, but merely 8% of the experimental
group obtained fair scores. No one in boh groups
got good score. This indicates that there was no
much difference in the pre-test scores between
the two groups. Moreover, the means of the two
groups were not different from each other. In
fact, the mean scores of the control group was the

same as that of the experimental group (M =5.0).

Table 1. Results of the pre-test

Control group

Experimental group

Listening scores

Frequency Percentage Mean Frequency Percentage Mean
2 0 0
Under o o
average 3 I 12% 2 12%
4 2 1
5 11 12
Average 76% 5.0 80% 5.0
6 8 8
Fair 7 3 12% 2
Good 8 0 0% 0 0
Excellent 9 0 0% 0

4.2. Post-test result

As observed from Table 2, nearly half of the
students (48%) in the control group obtained
average scores while only 32% of the students
in the experimental group got the average ones.
For fair scores, nearly the same number of the
students in both groups got 7 points (40% in
the control group and 48% in the experimental
group). However, merely 4% of the students in
the control group obtained good scores while
16% of the students in the experimental group
got good ones. Moreover, no one in the control
group got excellent scores whereas 4% of the
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students in the experimental obtained excellent
ones. Additionaly, the the mean scores of the ex-
perimental group (M = 7.0) was higher than that
of control group (M = 6.0). It can be said that
the results showed a positive trend towards the
experimental group.

The results from the pre- and post-tests have
been pointed out that through the pre- and post-
tests there was a statistically significant differ-
ence between the two groups after the experi-
ment. This difference was in favor of the group
experiencing pre-listening strategies. In other
words, this group made progress in their ¢
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Table 2. Results of the post-test

Control group

Experimental group

Listening scores

Frequency Percentage Mean Frequency Percentage Mean
2 0 0
Under aver- 0 2% 0 0%
age
4 2 0
5 4 2
Average 48% 6.0 32% 7.0
6 8 6
Fair 7 10 40% 12 48%
Good 8 1 4% 4 16%
Excellent 9 0 0% 1 4%

prehension in the post-test after the teaching pro-
gram. That is, the findings found in the experi-
ment showed that pre-listening strategies helped

improve students’ listening skill.
The study demonstrates the effectiveness of

pre-listening activities by using pre-listening
activities designed by the researcher on the stu-
dents’ listening comprehension. For this to hap-
pen, the employment of these strategies was sys-
tematically reinforced. As a result, the students
were familiar with them. The pre-listening strat-
egies employed in this study helped the English-
majored students at Van Hien University to use
their previously acquired knowledge, build up
new background knowledge, give them a pur-
pose for listening, and make them confident and
ready for listening.

5. Conclusion and Recommendation

Through the statistically-analyzed pre- and
post-test scores, we can see that the listening
performance of both groups was almost similar
at the beginning of the experimental time. How-
ever, after the teaching program, there was a sta-
tistically significant difference between the two
groups. This difference reveals a positive trend
toward the group exposed to the pre-listening ac-
tivities. Indeed, this group was by far improved
with the students’ progress in their scores. This
result is consistent with Underwood’s finding

that the students can achieve a high level of
success if the teacher focuses at first on provid-
ing considerable pre-listening support. Thus it
can be said that the result presented above has
helped to answer the research question. That is
to say, the pre-listening activities used can help
to contribute to the improvement of students’
listening skill. Therefore, teachers should hold
activities that contribute to the improvement and
the enjoyment of listening learning. Appropriate
pre-listening activities should be used in listen-
ing classes to spark students’ interest and curi-
osity and more importantly, to activate students’
background knowledge right at the pre-listening
stage.

Pre-listening activities proved themselves
to be effective in improving students’ listening
skill. Thus, teachers are recommended to help
students practice these strategies. When doing
this, they should give clear instructions on pre-
listening strategies by explaining clearly why,
when, and how to use them. Specially, if students
seem not to have much background knowledge
about the topics in the textbook, teachers need to
let them know the importance of activating their
existing knowledge before they listen.

In addition, since listening is considered as
the most difficult skill among the four linguistic
skills and students lack interest and investment
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in their listening learning, it is necessary for
teachers to develop their interest and investment
in learning listening. They should hold activ
ties that contribute to the enjoyment of listening.
Besides, teachers are recommended to create a
joyful atmosphere in a listening class by using
activities such as games, songs, films, videos,
quizzes, pair work, and group work.
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