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Preface

This book is a version of Le Chang’s thesis, which he successfully completed in 2012 in
the University of Auckland. The thesis examines the teaching of listening to Chinese
university students. In general “listening” has been viewed as a skill that is taught by means
of various listening comprehension activities. A key feature of Chang’s book is that in
addition to treating listening in this way he also views it as a medium for developing
linguistic competence. Thus he investigates both listening comprehension and vocabulary
acquisition. He was able to show that students can learn new vocabulary incidentally as a
result of performing listening tasks.

The book also explores the role of metacognitive awareness in listening comprehension.
Current research places great store on different aspects of metacognitive awareness (for
example, directed attention, mental translation and problem solving) based on research that
suggests that second language learners with well-developed metacognitive awareness are
better listeners and also that training learners in the use of metacognitive strategies can
assist the development of listening skills. However., Chang reported only a weak relationship
between metacognitive awareness and both listening comprehension and vocabulary
acquisition, casting some doubt on the claims other researchers have made.

An interesting feature of the book is the kind of listening task that Chang used in his
study. Traditional listening comprehension activities require students to listen to a text and
then answer questions to demonstrate their comprehension of it. Chang, however, used
information-transfer tasks. That is, while students were listening to the text, they were
required to complete a chart or a diagram. Their comprehension was measured by examining
the extent to which they had succeeded in transferring information for the listening text to
the chart/ diagram. This kind of listening activity is more authentic than the traditional type
as it requires students to demonstrate comprehension while listening, not after.

This book has much to offer both researchers interested in investigating listening
comprehension and teachers interested in exploring new ways of teaching listening. I

strongly recommend it.

Rod Ellis
Distinguished Professor, University of Auckland
Chang Jiang Scholar Professor, Shanghai International Studies University
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Chapter One Introduction

This book reports a study that investigates the relationships between Chinese university
EFL learners’ listening comprehension. metacognitive awareness, and incidental vocabulary
acquisition under different listening conditions. This chapter explains why this particular

research topic was chosen.

1.1 English Teaching as a Foreign Language in Chinese Universities

In 1994, I began to teach English as a foreign language (EFL) in a Chinese university,
where, as in all the other Chinese universities, the Course of College English is compulsory.
According to the Chinese Higher Education regulations, once entering university, all
students must complete four successive terms of College English Course, and the teaching is
64 hours per term. As described in the Chinese Education Ministry’s College English
Curriculum Requirements (2007), at the end of the fourth semester, students are
supposed to achieve the language competence to pass the College English Test (CET) band-4
as a baseline, and the more competent students can pass CET band-6. All the students in
Chinese universities strive to learn College English Course in order to pass these
examinations., because without a CET band-4 certificate they are not eligible for a bachelor’s
degree from the universities.

EFL teachers give instruction on all the language skills (i.e., listening. speaking,
reading, writing, and translating) in the College English classes. Listening and speaking are
two new skills for most Chinese students at the university level, because the English
instruction in middle schools is basically reading, writing. and translating. Nevertheless,
when students get to university, the 64 teaching hours per term are equally distributed
among the teaching of the five language skills, and therefore, listening as a brand-new

language skill constitutes the main difficulty that confronts Chinese students.

1.2 Place of Listening Instruction in College English Courses in China

That most Chinese EFL learners’ listening ability is weak in comparison to other skills
such as reading and writing is, to some extent, related to the fact that in China the
instructional emphasis is unbalanced so the students are not able to develop all the language
skills equally. In the past, Chinese students were traditionally taught to read and write in
English so that they could understand English materials in the fields of their future careers.
From the perspective of the students, listening was viewed as a passive process of merely

listening to a text and then finishing the after-listening questions. From the perspective of

[
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the teachers, the approach adopted focused more on the product of listening than the
process. It was assumed that listening skills would develop automatically if other skills were
improved to a desirable level and therefore classroom instruction on listening was
unnecessary. As a result, listening activities remained virtually a test of comprehension., and
listening comprehension became a skill in which Chinese students often felt they had
achieved the least. “Such attributions indicate a sense of passivity and helplessness in
language learners which could easily result in their becoming demotivated, resigned to being
less effective listeners” (Graham, 2006) . In such circumstances, offering language learners
more listening activities would most likely only add to their sense of failure.

Only in the last decade has listening begun to be acknowledged in its own right in EFL
education in China. The Course of College English in Chinese universities underwent a
nation-wide reform in 2007 with the publication of the Chinese Education Ministry’s College
English Curriculum Requirements, which pointed out that “the objective of College
English is to develop students’ ability to use English in an all-round way. especially in
listening and speaking, so that in their future studies and careers as well as social
interactions they will be able to communicate effectively” (p. 18). The requirements for
undergraduate College English teaching are set at three levels — the basic level, the
intermediate level and the advanced level, and the requirements for listening of the three

levels are shown in Table 1.

Table 1 The Requirements for Listening at the Three Levels

Level Description of the requirements in listening abilities

Students should be able to follow classroom instructions, everyday conversations.
and lectures on general topics conducted in English. They should be able to
Basic understand English radio and TV programs spoken at a speed of about 130-150
wpm, grasping the main ideas and key points. They are expected to be able to

employ basic strategies to facilitate comprehension.

Students should be able to follow talks and lectures in English, to understand longer
. English radio and TV programs spoken at a speed of about 150-180 wpm, grasping
Intermediate o ] )
the main ideas, key points and relevant details. They should be able to understand,

by and large. courses in their areas of specialty taught in English.

Students should, by and large, be able to understand radio and TV programs
produced in English-speaking countries and grasp the gist and key points. They
Advanced should be able to follow talks by people from English-speaking countries given at
normal speed, and to understand courses in their areas of specialty lectured in
English.

(Source: College English Curriculum Requirements, p. 19-22)

Though the role of listening is now recognized as important in Chinese university EFL
teaching, listening instruction, with only an average teaching time of 12-14 hours in each

term, is by no means adequate to help students develop the competence needed to
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comprehend language in spoken form. There is, to date, still a gap between the
requirements for listening and the teaching of listening in China. Among the major problems

concerning the teaching of listening in Chinese universities, the two most significant are:

(a) To most EFL teachers in China, teaching listening is still confined to first playing a
recording of a listening text, then checking the students’ answers, and finally
informing them of the correct answers. Such instructional methods as repetition,
schema-raising, and strategy training are seldom employed and probably never
heard of by some EFL teachers. In fact, instruction in the use of listening
strategies only began in the last decade and strategies for developing metacognitive
awareness have been largely neglected. The effects of metacognitive listening
strategy training on Chinese EFL learners’ listening comprehension have been little
studied and little is known about the relationship between the learners’
metacognitive listening awareness and their listening comprehension.

(b) As a major component of listening input, vocabulary is of primary importance to
Chinese EFL learners’ listening comprehension. Also incidental vocabulary
acquisition through listening is a promising source of new vocabulary for Chinese
university EFL learners. Nevertheless, incidental acquisition of vocabulary through
listening by Chinese learners has hardly been researched in China, neither has the
relationship between Chinese learners’ EFL vocabulary acquisition and their

metacognitive awareness.

1.3 Theoretical Issues Addressed in the Book

This study explores three key theoretical constructs: “listening comprehension”,
“incidental vocabulary acquisition” and “metacognitive listening awareness”. It is concerned

with the relationships among these three constructs.
1.3.1 Listening Comprehension

Since the 1980s, increasing attention has been placed on listening. Second language
(L2) researchers view it as a complex cognitive process and a key aspect of oral proficiency.
Peterson (2001) explains that listening comprehension is a multilevel and interactive
process where listeners work on various levels of cognitive processing to understand the
incoming speech. Listening is generally viewed as involving an interaction between top-down
and bottom-up processing.

Top-down processing, according to Rost (2011), stands for the information processing
guided by higher level mental processes as we construct representations by drawing on our
experiences and expectations. Listeners tap into background knowledge of the topic, the
situation or context, the type of text, and the language. This background knowledge
activates a set of expectations that help the listeners to interpret what is heard and

anticipate what will come next (p. 346) . In other words, listeners use top-down processes
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when they build a conceptual framework for comprehension by using their familiarity with
the listening context and their prior knowledge (topic. genre, culture, and other schema
knowledge) . Listeners use content words and contextual clues to form hypotheses in an
exploratory manner.

On the other hand, bottom-up processing, as described by Rost (2011), refers to the
information processing that is guided by input in real time, and proceeds in sequential
stages. Listeners use text-based strategies for comprehension, focusing on combinations of
sounds, words, and grammar (p. 314). In other words, listeners use bottom-up processes
when they use their linguistic knowledge of sounds and word forms to process more complex
lexical and grammatical items in order to interpret the input. Listeners use bottom-up
processes when they construct meaning by accretion, gradually combining increasingly
larger units of meaning from the phoneme-level up to discourse-level features.

This view of listening as involving both top-down processing and bottom-up processing
is in accordance with second language theory, which views listening as an interactive and
complex process in which listeners focus attention on selective aspects of oral input,
construct meaning, and relate what they hear to existing knowledge. Listening
comprehension, then, is not just top-down or bottom-up processing, but is an interactive
and interpretive process in which listeners use both linguistic knowledge and contextual

knowledge to understand messages.
1.3.2 Incidental Vocabulary Acquisition

It is generally accepted that a considerable amount of vocabulary is acquired
incidentally, i.e. as a “by-product” of reading (e.g., Nation & Coady, 1988; Nation, 2001).
Incidental learning is defined as “learning without an intent to learn, or as the learning of
one thing, for example vocabulary, when the student’s primary objective is to do something
else” (Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001, p. 10). Incidental vocabulary acquisition can be defined as
“the learning of new words as a by-product of a meaning-focused communicative activity,
such as reading, listening. and interaction, which occurs through multiple exposure to a
word in different contexts” (Huckin & Coady, 1999, p. 185). For incidental vocabulary
acquisition to occur, attention to lexical forms and inferencing lexical meanings from context
are two necessary and crucial factors.

The concept of attention is used to describe “the processes involved in selecting the
information to be processed and stored in memory” (Robinson, 1993, p. 287). In incidental
vocabulary acquisition, the learner’s attention is primarily focused on communicative
meaning, not on form. However., many theorists argue that vocabulary learning requires
attention to both meaning and form (e.g., Ellis. 1995; Robinson. 1995). Schmidt (1993)
pointed out that, to some degree at least, conscious attention to form is necessary for
incidental learning. Intake is defined as the subset of input that is attended to and noticed. In
other words, attention to form in the input is necessary for input to become intake and thus
available for further mental processing. Attention is clearly related to purpose, which in turn

is governed in large part by task demands. L2 researchers (e.g., Schmidt. 1990) claim that
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