
I Hear You! Effective 
Listening Instruction 

for Adult Learners
Andrea Echelberger





Workshop Overview
● Why teach listening?
● Research-backed listening 

approaches
● Set listening instruction goals



Why teach listening?



What is listening?
Consists of decoding and comprehension
● Speech comes at the listener in an unbroken stream
● Listeners must:

○ Break the stream into groups of sounds
○ Recognize the groups of words
○ Recognize the meanings of words
○ Understand how the words are related to each other
○ Use their knowledge of the language, the world, and the immediate 

context to clear up ambiguities
■ The immediate context (conversation up to that point) helps the 

learner guess words in context and influences the interpretation of 
mispronounced words and words with multiple meanings



Outside of the classroom, how much time do you 
spend...

● Reading
● Writing
● Listening 
● Speaking



Language Acquisition



Research-Backed Listening Approaches



A good approach to teaching listening…

Teach listening 
strategies, 
don’t just test listening 
comprehension. 



Employ metacognition prior to listening



Listen selectively



● Listen with a purpose

● Set expectations based 
on known discourse

● Self-questioning

● Listen selectively





http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7llPqIH-DdQ


Use background knowledge and context





https://storycorps.org/stories/lawrence-and-simeon-cumberbatch/

https://storycorps.org/stories/lawrence-and-simeon-cumberbatch/


A good approach to teaching listening…
Use top-down and bottom-up processing strategies

Top-down processing

Using prior knowledge and 
experiences to process and 
understand information

● Word association tasks
● Put a series of pictures or 

sequence of events in order as 
you listen

● How are the people in the 
listening text related?

Bottom-Up Processing

Using information about sounds, word 
meaning, and discourse markers (e.g. 
first, then, after that) to assemble 
knowledge of what is heard one step at 
a time

● Minimal pair activities
● Cloze activities
● Sorting words by stress pattern



Activity Instructions

1. With your group, decide which activities on the 
slides are bottom up, and which are top down.

2. Come up with 2-3 additional activities and 
decide which category they go into.

3. Be prepared to share your activities with the 
large group!



listen to conversations and identify where they take place

make predictions about what a listening text will be about

listen and fill in the missing letters in words

 draw a picture of what you think will happen next in a story

do a sentence scramble and put words in a sentence in order

mark the pauses on a transcript while listening to a recording



do a walking dictation of a text (one learner reads the text in the hallway, 
then comes into the room to tell their partner what to write)

summarize the main ideas after listening to a podcast/recording

listen to a podcast and number a list of vocabulary words in the order 
that you hear them 

dictate reduced forms of speech while learners write out the full forms 
(e.g. going to/gonna)

read information about a topic then listen to a podcast or talk to find 
whether or not the same points are mentioned



A good approach to teaching listening…
Don’t forget vocabulary!

Expressive Vocabulary:
6 years - 2,600-7,000 

12 years - 50,000 

Receptive Vocabulary:

6 years - 20,000-24,000

• Explicitly teach vocabulary, even at higher levels
• Teach how the word sounds in real life, not just the dictionary version
• Be prepared to do a lot of review! Even high level learners need to 

encounter the new vocabulary word in at least a dozen non-trivial, 
focused ways



Describe the picture

1 2 3



A good approach to teaching listening…

Always begin with a pre-listening 
activity
● Use top-down and bottom-up 

activities
● Keep the level and difficulty of the 

listening task in mind when 
selecting pre-listening activities 
(don’t spend an hour preparing for 
a three-minute task)

5 Things to Do Before Listening

1. Look at the page. What’s the topic?
2. Write five things you know about the 

topic.
3. Look at the word list. Check the 

words you know.
4. Look at the pictures. Write words for 

what you see.
5. Look at the answer choices you 

have. What’s the most important 
word in each choice?



The teacher is wrong!



What are some pre-listening activities you could use before  
this listening text?



A good approach to listening…

Avoid confusing listening skills with literacy skills
● Don’t want students with poor literacy skills to be 

disadvantaged
● Learners need to be able to listen and understand without 

seeing the written words
● Boost confidence when learners discover just how much 

they do understand 



What does this look like?



A good approach to listening…

● Teaches active 
listening for 
in-person 
interactions

● Treats learners as 
experts



A good approach to listening…

Use a variety of listening 
texts 

● Genuine authentic text
● Altered authentic text
● Adapted authentic text
● Simulated authentic text
● Inauthentic text

Use a variety of listening 
tasks

● Genuine authentic task
● Simulated authentic task
● Pedagogical authentic 

task

Adapted from Listening Myths by Steven Brown



Example Altered Authentic Text
● Simulated authentic 

task: Make an 
emergency plan for 
your family’s house 
and roleplay 
explaining it to a 
friend.

● Pedagogical authentic 
task: Answer prepared 
questions in partners 
about what to do in 
various scenarios. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_5TiTfuvotc 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_5TiTfuvotc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_5TiTfuvotc


Example Inauthentic Text



Listening Instructional Goal-Setting





  

Questions?


