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Abstract: Listening is a fundamental skill acquired by any language learner. Nevertheless,
listening skills are not explicitly taught in school; reading and writing take the informal
lead education, and listening skills take a back seat. Learner motivation plays a significant
role in comprehending audio data, such as lectures, speech, interviews, telephonic
conversations, etc. This paper discusses how listening skills are given the least importance
in the current education system. Listening skills are most often taken for granted and
considered to be acquired quite naturally. Therefore, the paper will highlight the difference
between active and passive listening and the strategies employed to enable learners to
enhance the skill to improve other language skills, especially speaking skills. The paper
will also discuss the factors that impede active listening and listening comprehension. To
conclude, the paper sheds light on using various active learning strategies in conjunction
with technology to kindle motivation among the learners and improve their listening and
speaking skills.

Keywords: Active Listening, Active Learning Strategies, Speaking Skills, Listening
Comprehension.

1. INTRODUCTION

Although listening is essentially the first language skill acquired by any human being, it is
given the least importance when teaching the English language in Indian schools. No board
tests students on listening and speaking skills consistently. Besides, listening skills are taken
for granted and believed that is acquired naturally by learners; therefore, there is a shortage of
focus in this area. The difference between hearing and listening is the concept of
understanding and perceiving the information shared through communication; hearing is a
biological ability to perceive the sounds without paying attention to what it was or where it
came from, it is a mundane activity. On the other hand, listening is an activity that is done
consciously. However, listening can be of two types Active and passive listening. Passive
listening is when you listen to a song while typing a text, you may be enjoying the music but
not paying any attention to the lyrics or what it means.

Active listening is making a conscious attempt to understand the content that is being
spoken for a purpose. Active listening is a quint-essential skill required by any person and is
used throughout one’s life. For example, teacher lecture, News on TV or Radio,
announcements in public areas, instructions, etc. In each of these cases, one closely listens to
the content to understand the content wholly for specific details from the audio-data
presented. Presently, listening skills are ignored vastly by many academicians and are the
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least practiced skills in school. This skill gains more demand in a professional course like
B.Tech. Most engineering students take up jobs in MNCs and are then trained to listen and
comprehend a speaker. They are given language training during the course and intensive
training during the first month of their employment. At this stage, the ignored skills (listening
and speaking) are rekindled. This applies to many other professions, such as the aviation
industry, Hotel management, Service centers, etc. Studies show that teachers are not trained
to teach this particular skill as they are trained in other skills. A study by Swanson [6]
suggests that teachers are not competent enough to teach listening skills; his survey of 15
textbooks used in teacher training course revealed that only 82 pages mention listening out of
3,704 pages.

2. LITERARY REVIEW

Some sample of definitions of listening as elicited by various researchers of the field is,
listening is an ability to understand spoken language (Rankin, 1926). Listening is aural
assimilation of spoken symbols in a face-to-face speaking audience situation, with both oral,
visual cues presented (Brown & Carlson, 1955). A unitary-receptive communication process
of hearing and selecting, assimilating and organizing, and retaining and covertly responding
to aural and non-verbal stimuli. Thomilson’s (1984) definition of listening includes ‘active
listening,” which goes beyond comprehending literally to the speaker's emphatic
understanding. Empathy is another aspect that is essential to listening; it is a courteous
attempt to identify and understand the speaker’s perspective (Gordon, 1985).

A study by Wilt (1950) states that 45% of human communication is dedicated to listening,
and 30% of communication time is utilized by speaking, reading, and writing takes 16% and
9%, respectively. Despite taking the majority, listening skills are given the least importance
in our schools, probably because of the additional teaching and technological aids required. It
is not formally tested during summative assessments. Nevertheless, the school’s curriculum
focuses on reading, writing, grammar, and vocabulary skills. Although listening and speaking
tasks are integrated with the course syllabus, that content is either overlooked or kept aside to
be dealt with later. The priority, once again, is given to the main content that is tested.

In a study by Burley Allen (1982), it is stated that the language skills that are used in real
life are inversely related to the skills that are being focused on in the classroom. According to
him, students get 12 years of writing, 6-8 years of reading, 1-2 years in speaking, and 0-1/2
year in listening. This was termed as “Inverted Curriculum” [6]; although this statistic may
not be precise in India, listening skills are given the least priority is a reality. Studies have
proven that educators believe that listening skills are developed naturally. Studies found that
the weightage given to listening skills in the syllabus is more than what students are usually
exposed to in classrooms.

Some researchers state that listening and reading, both receptive skills, may apply similar
methodologies and learning strategies to enhance the skills. According to Choates and Rakes
(1987), four steps would lead to improved listening skills. Firstly, the text concept should be
made familiar by linking it to the students' existing knowledge, then developing a purpose of
listening, using visual aids to reinforce concepts, and finally asking questions that would lead
to both literal and critical response. Many other researchers asserted that developing a
listening purpose would bolster the students' engagement in the listening activity.

Recent studies in listening skills suggested that listening is a multidimensional construct
that consists of affective process, behavioral process, and cognitive process. All the three
processes collectively build better listening skills. The effective process is where the learner
is motivated to listen to others by the topic in discussion or presented, Behavioral process is a
Verbal or non-verbal response such as eye contact or asking open-ended questions to
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understand the subject or conversation better, Cognitive process is where a learner engages in
comprehension, interpretation, and evaluation. This knowledge calls for the active
participation of the learners in the learning environment. Thus, my study aims at
understanding the role of active learning in enhancing listening skills. From various empirical
studies, one understands that when the receptive skills (listening) improve invariably, the
productive skills, in this case, speaking skills also will show some slight improvement. |
hypothesize that if this improvement is consciously tended to by designing learning
strategies, the improvement would be conspicuous.

3. FACTORS THAT IMPEDE IN CONDUCTING LISTENING SKILLS

As a part of my study, | have conducted brief interviews with the English teachers in the
institution where | conducted my study. The data collected from the interviews with the
teachers suggest that teachers believe certain common factors are why listening skills are
given less importance. The reasons are as follow:

e The students are tested only on reading comprehension, writing, poetry analysis,
grammar, and vocabulary. They are not tested on listening and speaking skills.

e The syllabus is so vast that it takes an entire academic year to cover the examination
syllabus. There is hardly any time to conduct listening and speaking skills.

e Lack of technology/facility. (The school is a government-run institution, and the classes
do not have any smartboards or computers to play the audio loudly.)

e Even if the arrangements are made, preparing the class for a listening activity disrupts the
classroom management and therefore consumes more time without a desirable outcome.

As mentioned earlier, the points are summed by as this is what the teachers collectively
think about when conducting listening or speaking tasks in the class. There are various other
reasons why conducting speaking is a challenge. However, the focus of the study is listening
skills. Being a teacher who has taught once, | was afraid of the chaos it would cause when
conducting a listening and speaking session.

As discussed earlier, various studies have proven that teachers lack enough strategies and
knowledge in training students in listening skills [6]. Therefore, the study advocates the
efficacy of active learning strategies to make listening and speaking a regular class activity.

4. CHALLENGES THAT LEARNERS FACE WHILE ATTEMPTING
LISTENING COMPREHENSION TASK

After a listening test was conducted in the class, a survey was conducted to understand the
students' challenges while comprehending a listening task. From the data collected, the major
challenges faced by students were most common among all the students who have taken the
text, which is presented below:

Speed of the Speech

The speaker in the video or audio may be fast in speaking as the audio picked for listening
are authentic and not recorded for a student’s listening comprehension. The majority of the
students found that the speech was too fast, and before they could make sense of the content,
the audio is way ahead, and they lose complete track of the speech. Like in reading
comprehension, a student cannot possibly go back to figure out the context of a particular
statement or word, thereby making listening comprehension a more complex task. Besides
processing the content, the listener will have to simultaneously comprehend the accent, tone
variations, body language, and verbal cues while also comprehending the speech’s content.
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Limited Vocabulary

One of the major challenges is the limited knowledge of vocabulary that a student
possesses. When the vocabulary is limited, most of the time goes into understanding a word
and inferring the meaning. If the message is to be inferred, it would be utter chaos in the
students’ minds. Reading a text gives students to refer back to the context in which the word
was used, but in listening, it is difficult.

Lack of Background/Conceptual Knowledge

The students’ limited knowledge of the subject is also one of the major reasons why a
student may not follow the audio data. This happens in comprehending an unknown passage,
too, as the text's subject in many unfamiliar concepts explained in the video or text becomes
difficult to comprehend. In listening, if a student fails to comprehend, s/he may find the
following information to be overwhelming and would completely be abandoning the attempt
of comprehension.

Lack of Learning Strategies

Learning strategies play a crucial role in accomplishing a task. The approach one adopts to
learn will have major significance in the learning outcome, and the same applies to listen. A
learning strategy should be made available to students to follow a pattern; they should be
guided in a particular direction in comprehending the listening task. Reading the
comprehension questions first before listening to the task as a glance at the question will give
the students an idea of which information to look for is a strategy that would give some
purpose. Therefore, there should be a learning strategy available for students to apply while
attempting listening comprehension. Teachers should have a few strategies up their sleeves to
engage students in strategic learning. The above-mentioned major reasons that bars learners
from improving their listening skills and strategies need to be devices or adopted to improve
the skills.

5. ROLE OF ACTIVE LEARNING STRATEGIES IN ACTIVE LISTENING

The active learning method is where the teacher involves students directly in the learning
process, and learners are actively engaged, thus making the class a student-centric classroom.
According to Bonwell and Eison [3], students participate actively when they are engaged in
an activity besides passively listening to a lecture in a teacher-centered classroom. Active
learning is based on constructivist beliefs; the primary belief is that the learners build their
knowledge slowly from their existing knowledge, therefore making a deeper understanding of
the concepts. Constructivists also believe that learning happens in a social context where
students engage in meaningful conversations with peers or teachers in the target language.
This involves students in a lot of active listening and engages them in real conversation,
limiting the teacher talk. Active learning makes students more accountable for the work that
they are involved in; it not only encourages students to think strategically as it banks on
Bloom’s taxonomy, which is a step-by-step cognitive process rising from lower-order
thinking skills to higher-order thinking skills.

According to Bloom's taxonomy (1988), listening comprehension is generally administered
to focus on lower-thinking skills such as remembering and understanding the two
fundamental thinking skills. The activities only nudge students to look for specific
information and restrict them from understanding the audio data in its entirety. Active
learning approaches will enable students to engage in a more complex cognitive process with
higher-order thinking skills such as evaluation and creating. Active learning also encourages
students to reflect and develop their meta-cognitive skills, thus understanding the importance
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of formulating a learning strategy in attempting a task. Student-centric learning, inquiry-
based learning, and experiential learning are other major approaches that align with the active
learning method; this enables learners to apply the knowledge acquired in a real-life situation,
making them an autonomous learner.

Some misconceptions associated with this approach are that to conduct an active learning
session, students will have to learn the concept themselves, and the teacher role is nullified.
In reality, teachers play a significant yet subtle role in the active learning process. Active
learning requires teachers to plan approaches suitable to their learner group and understand
the learner group's dominant intelligence while selecting resources. S/he will have to plan a
wide range of learning/teaching strategies that involve a strategic plan for scaffolding,
student-friendly assessments that are regularly planned and conducted, teacher metacognition
(a constant reflection of their classroom practices and redesigning the strategies based on the
needs of the learners), lesson planning, etc.

According to an empirical study conducted by John Haitte (2011), he classifies a teacher as
an activator rather than a facilitator, as an activator, the teacher is promoting learning through
various strategies like direct questioning, the Socratic seminar method, and many more where
the teacher and the resources that she uses will activate the learners’ interest and learning. He
also states that the effective size is greater when the teacher takes his/her role as an activator
than a facilitator. Another major misconception about active learning is the chaos and
possible disruption of classroom management and class strength. Teachers are afraid that
planning an active learning class may wreak havoc and disrupt the general decorum with
many students; however, studies say that with learner-focused questions. Clear instructions
and meticulously planned activities that conduct students step-by-step to autonomy will make
it possible to regularly conduct active learning sessions in class. Picking suitable audio/video
resources to link the students to the concept is also a great exercise in engaging them in active
listening.

6. ACTIVE LEARNING STRATEGIES THAT HELP IN CONDUCTING
ACTIVE LISTENING

Some active learning strategies can prove to have shown improvement in the students’
listening comprehension skills. Although there are numerous strategies listed under active
learning strategies, the following proved exceptional in enhancing listening skills.

Reciprocal Teaching

Reciprocal teaching is initially developed for students who find difficulty decoding skills
and comprehension skills by Palincsa, Ransom & Derber (1989). However, it gained the
attention of various researchers and academicians who found the approach invaluable in
teaching reading comprehension. It was not explicitly stated by the academicians who
developed the strategy as a constructivist approach. Still, each stage spirals from testing the
prior knowledge to the identification of purpose, or theme of the text to analysis, thus slowly
raising the bar to higher-order thinking skills. The four stages are:

e Predicting

e Questioning

e Clarifying

e Summarizing
This strategy also displays scaffolding in the form of modeling. Teacher students dialogue
and support, which is gradually withdrawn, making the learner a more autonomous learner.
This strategy was a principal idea for improving reading comprehension; it also works the
charm in listening skills. Students listen to the data to understand the text's purpose and
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meaning in its entirety and then follow the same four stages. In listening, before presenting
the audio-visual input, students are shown the title and introduction of the input to test their
prior knowledge. Later, they in groups question each other based on their understanding of
the data heard, discuss the possible answers, and consider others’ opinions. Clarifying is the
third stage where students discuss with their peers or teachers what they didn’t understand.
This may include understanding if any unknown vocabulary used or an obscure concept is
encountered in the data. Finally, having made a complete sense of the input, students will
write a summary, including all the main points. This process enabled learners to acquire a
learning strategy to comprehend a listening task.

This strategy can be used to teach prose or even comprehend a telephonic conversation. The
activity being a group activity will encourage peer learning and understanding the parts that
are not clear with the group's peers. For this kind of activity, the suitable group type would be
heterogeneous groups, and students are engaged throughout the discussion.

React to Video

This is another active learning strategy that can be employed in engaging learners in
audio/audio-visual aid picked for the session. In this activity, the teacher gives the task
beforehand and precise success criteria shared with the students, so they know what they are
looking for in the resource presented. This will engage learners actively, and they are
consciously participating in the listening task and comprehending the information. According
to the study conducted by Munsterberg and Bigham (1892-93), involving the reaction to oral,
visual, and combined oral, visual presentation, the result suggested that the oral-visual
presentation was superior to either of the single presentations. Videos can be used for guided-
learning, critical thinking, in-depth subject discussion, and conceptual understanding to
promote active learning and improve active listening skills among the learners.

Graphic Organizers

Graphic organizers enable learners to organize the received information and comprehend
the content better. There are so many theories that back the use of graphic organizers;
otherwise, visual maps entirely perceive the information. Keywords and key concepts are
easily identified by the students while processing the information. Graphic organizers
specifically designed to facilitate learning and instruction of the context are visual and spatial
symbols that describe the content, structure, and the key conceptual relationship of the text
using line, arrows, and circles (Darch & Eaves, 1986). GOs provides a framework to organize
the new information to the existing knowledge. Some of the theories that support GOs are
Dual coding theory, Schema theory, and Cognitive load theory. Dual coding theory suggests
that individuals align information, both verbal and non-verbal cues. Schema theory explains
that students can connect the existing schema to the new schema easily with GOs' help.
Cognitive load theory states that information overload may cause the information to lose.
Still, the GOs help in reducing the cognitive load, and therefore, Graphic organizers are the
best to encourage meaningful learning instead of rote learning.

It is best to use GOs in listening comprehension as the learner may not have the leisure to
go back and listen to the recording again like one does while reading a text. Students will
understand the comprehensively and link it to their prior knowledge, thus making the
acquired knowledge meaningful and apply in a new context.

Listen to Understand and Listen to Speak

Extending a listening activity to speaking activities allows learners to internalize the
concepts and allows them to understand the depth of understanding of the concept by the
students. This will allow the teacher to understand successful methods, teaching resources,
learner styles, etc. Listen to understand is to understand the speakers’ intention
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comprehensively and not look for specific details. Even if the task demands the students to
look for specific details, a student should be taught strategies where s/he comprehends the
text entirely and extracts the information from that. This also means that the students should
infer the meaning of abstract ideas and understand the speakers' verbal and non-verbal cues.
For example, while listening, some of the verbal cues one can look for to understand better
the speaker are content to work, discourse markers, pauses, intonations, tone, sarcastic
statements, etc.; on the other hand, some of the non-verbal cues are facial expressions, hand
gestures, eye contact, etc.

Listening to speak is training students to reflect on what they have just heard and given
their thoughts or opinions about it. This improves the learners' thinking skills and applies the
concept they just learned in the real context and understood various classroom discussion
perspectives. This practice will also encourage learners to use vocabulary (new vocabulary)
they probably picked from the speakers and use it themselves in a context. If this is made a
practice, learners also engage themselves in active listening to engage in meaningful
conversations with their peers. Therefore, listening to speak activity will encourage learners
to improve their listening and, ultimately, their speaking skills. The above mention active
learning strategies are exceptional tools in enhancing the listening skills of the learners.

7. RESOURCES FOR LISTENING IN AN ACTIVE LEARNING SESSION

Resource picking is yet another significant task in teaching. “One size fits all” teaching
approach has known to be a flawed practice, as students are different, and so are their
learning styles. Students have a unique learning style and have dominant intelligence that is
different from others. According to Howard Gardener’s theory of multiple intelligence,
students have different dominant intelligence; they all do not possess a single 1Q. Based on
the dominant intelligence, students have their learning styles and respond to a specific
resource better than the other. Active learning enables teachers t to pick resources or device
activities that encourage students of different learning styles to be involved. Some of the
learning styles are visual, spatial, aural, verbal, logical, and social.

With cutting-edge technology, there are many resources one can find and use in the class to
improve the students' listening skills. However, it is always better to expose students to
authentic material and once can look up movie clipping, TedX talks, YouTube videos,
interviews, News-reports, documentaries, inspirational speeches, songs, conversations,
instructions, recipes, guide/tutorial videos, etc. use of these resources for other subjects like
art, science, and Social studies will help a great deal in improving the language and listening
comprehension of the students.

8. CONCLUSION

Active learning's principal idea is those engaging students actively in meaningful tasks in
groups, pairs, or even individual activities call for varied resources. This can be used to the
advantage of teachers and use authentic listening material in the classroom for the students to
listen and comprehend, thereby exposing them to various content and types. Teachers need to
devise strategies that suit their crowd and eventually understand the learners' dominant
intelligence to use suitable resources. Therefore, the active learning method is best suited to
teach listening and promote speaking skills in regular classes. There need not be separate
sessions allocated for listening and speaking. That is when students become conscious and
resist; if it is a regular practice to impart the content in the syllabus through these methods,
these skills will invariably improve, and most of the barriers that are believed to be impeding
the attempts to enhance listening skills are addressed by adapting to active learning strategies.
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