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Listening in real language use and language learning 

Babies begin their lives hearing language spoken around them, their native language. They listen to it 

and begin to recognize common bits of sound, which they explore through babbling. By six months, 

most babies recognize a significant number of words, psycholinguists believe: they have a small but 

growing listening lexicon six months or more before they produce any recognizable words or phrases 

themselves. First language learning and the communicative use of language begin with listening to 

other people talking around us. 

A similar process occurs when people pick up another language through living in a country or 

community where that other language is spoken and their native language isn’t. We all know people – 

and some of us are among them – who have never taken classes in a foreign language but speak it 

because they’ve lived where it’s the community language. 

Communicative listening is vital not only for communication itself, but also for beginning to learn a 

language and progressing in it. We’ve known that for a very long time, and it has been fundamental in 

some teaching methods, notably Total Physical Response (Larson-Freeman, 2000).  However, much ELT 

still provides beginner and elementary students with very little communicative listening and focuses 

heavily on getting them to produce sentences, often in quite mechanical and uncommunicative ways. 

 

Listening in EFL courses 

We must recognize, however, that learning English as a foreign language in a classroom, especially as 

an adolescent or adult, is different from learning a first language, or learning another language through 

living in a community that speaks it. Students’ lives, including their social lives, don’t depend on 

understanding and learning the language in the same way as babies or foreign residents’ lives do, and 

the students have far, far less exposure to English, usually only 3 to 6 hours each week (assuming most 

of their classes are actually in English, much less if they aren’t). 

On the other hand, unlike babies, students already know what language is and how it works; they’re 

not beginning from a tabula rasa. Even beginners usually try to recognize common words and phrases 

in the stream of sound they hear, especially if it’s occurring in a familiar context where certain words, 

phrases and interactions can be expected. Also, in most parts of the world, and certainly in most parts 

of Latin America, students have heard lots of English – in television, films, songs – even if they’ve never 

really tried to understand it much. There are, then, advantages as well as disadvantages in EFL 

classroom listening compared to babies acquiring English as their first language. 

Most modern ELT approaches (in fact, most ELT approaches for over a century now) try to replicate to 

some extent, within the constraints of classroom courses, the immersion situations of babies learning 

their native language and foreign residents in an English-speaking country. They include listening in two 

ways: through English as the main (and sometimes exclusive) classroom language, and through listening 

comprehension tasks, usually with recorded texts, to develop listening as one of the four basic 



communicative skills. However, the reality in EFL classrooms around Latin America, and elsewhere, is 

not so clear and simple. English courses are very different in different places and institutions. 

In many commercial language centres, English is the exclusive classroom language, and teachers may 

even be fired for using the students’ native language. In total contrast to that, in many schools, 

especially those with groups of 40, 50 or more unmotivated students, the students’ native language is 

used in the classroom much more than English. As a Cambridge COTE trainer (before ICELT replaced 

COTE), I observed a teacher in a Mexican public secondary school where the English teachers had been 

instructed by the school principal to use Spanish for instructions, explanations etc., and English only in 

examples and exercises as parents had complained that their children didn’t understand the English 

classes because the teacher spoke English much of the time. In some classrooms, there’s a weird 

mixture of languages (which I also met in COTE and other class observations), with teachers using 

English but, perhaps unconsciously, immediately translating it into the students’ native language: “OK. 

We’re going to do a listening comprehension task – vamos a hacer un ejercicio de comprensión auditiva. 

Open you books on page twenty-seven – abran sus libros en la página veinte siete.” Somehow the 

teacher expects the students to understand a recorded conversation or talk that they’ve never heard 

before and that may be quite difficult after not expecting them to understand the instructions, which 

are repeated every time they do a listening comprehension task! 

Classroom English, for instructions and routine interaction, is communicative by its very nature, while 

listening comprehension tasks with recorded conversations or talks (mentioned above) may be more 

communicative or less so. Especially below intermediate level, many courses use listening tasks to 

consolidate specific “new” grammar and vocabulary (the target grammar and vocabulary of the lesson 

or unit) rather than to face students with the largely unpredictable and varied language that we meet 

in real listening outside classrooms (and which we actually want to listen to and understand). 

 

Communicative listening in the classroom: possibilities and strategies 

Two contrasting contexts of ELT in Latin America are mentioned above: language centres (typically with 

groups of 10 to 20 motivated students) and schools with 40, 50 or more unmotivated students. 

Obviously, establishing English as the main classroom language (and maximizing communicative 

listening practice) is easy, and usually compulsory, in the first context while it requires an extremely 

capable, dynamic and creative teacher in the second one. I recommend establishing English as the main 

classroom language in both contexts but recognize the enormous challenge in the second one. One 

thing to attempt there (and in all ELT contexts where English as the main classroom language is not 

established institutional policy) is to agree among all the teachers on English in the classroom. Where 

all the teachers insist on English as the main classroom language, most students usually collaborate; 

where some teachers do not, most students are likely to prefer “the easy way”, their native language. 

Classroom English doesn’t usually establish itself magically just because a teacher always stubbornly 

speaks in English (except perhaps with motivated upper elementary and intermediate students who 

are still in the habit of using their native language a lot). The teacher usually has to teach it bit by bit, 

and engage the students in it (Willis, 1981). Essentially, for students in beginner and low elementary 

courses, learning classroom English can be somewhat like babies and young children learning routine 

language: they learn to understand and respond to bits of the language through its regular use in 



context. It is largely a matter of listening routines. Here are three widely used types of routine requiring 

communicative listening, which may lead into student speaking also. 

Routine instructions and indications 

The same or very similar classroom instructions and indications are used again and again, lesson after 

lesson. You can teach and practice them with Total Physical Response (TPR) until students automatically 

respond to them whenever they’re used. Give new or recently introduced instructions, using gestures 

and demonstration at first if necessary, and have the students do what you say: “Open your books at 

Page 15. Look at the picture. What is it? That’s right – a house. Close you books. Stand up. Open your 

books at page 9. No, don’t sit down, stand up! Look at exercise 3. What is it – grammar, vocabulary, 

listening, speaking, reading or writing? Yes, speaking. OK – now sit down.” Established instructions and 

indications then constitute real communicative listening practice in every class. By upper elementary 

level, they can consist of more than simple imperatives: “OK. You’re going to discuss that proposal now, 

working in pairs. I want you to consider arguments for and against the idea. Can you…” 

Social routines and interactions 

Normal life is full of social and transactional routines: we have similar bits of conversation at breakfast 

every day, arriving at school or work, leaving school or work, meeting people in the street, in cafés, and 

so on. The same can, and should, be true in most EFL classrooms. Decades ago, good school English 

classes opened like this, and they still do: “Good morning everyone! [Good morning!] How are you all? 

[Fine, thank you. And you?] OK, but I don’t like this weather. It’s too cold for me, and I suspect it’s going 

to rain all day. How many of you like cold, rainy weather? [A few hands are raised.] Well, I…” There can 

also be routines (incorporating different topics) at the end of classes and at various junctures during 

classes, e.g. after an activity, commenting on it and asking students how they felt about it. 

Anecdotes, mini-talks, etc. 

Teachers who believe in giving students more listening practice than is normal have always told 

anecdotes and given mini-talks on topics of interest in class and got students to respond, e.g. asking 

questions afterwards, discussing or summarizing the story or talk. Children’s teachers can talk about 

dolls, puppets and pictures of characters. The anecdotes and talks have to be short, clear and in very 

simple English for beginners and low elementary students (but the similarities between English and 

Portuguese or Spanish help in Latin America), and they can increase in challenge in higher levels. 

English as the main classroom language (though difficult to establish in some ELT contexts) is by far the 

largest part of communicative listening practice in most courses. Listening comprehension tasks with 

recorded material are usually carried out only once or twice a week. They have the advantage of native 

or strong non-native speakers, of course, while the classroom English is that of the teacher (usually non-

native in Latin America) and the students. That’s not really a problem, though, because the stronger 

students speak up most in low level courses, all students get stronger level by level, and much real use 

of English in Latin America is with non-native speakers from Japan, Germany, France and other 

countries, not native speakers. 
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