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Abstract: This article addresses the role of dsateased listening as an alternative
methodological approach to develop pragmatic cohgmsion in L2 contexts. Pragmatic
comprehension refers to the understanding of speeth and conversational implicatures.
Listening comprehension comprises both bottom-ug @p-down processes. Strategy-based
listening encompasses the activation of pragmatimakedge through pre-listening activities
and the development of specific listening micrdisin empirical project which included a
classroom project carried out with a group of eiddarners preparing for the IELTS
examination in 2009 corroborated the following asgtions: in order to achieve listening
proficiency, learners need practice in making iefiees as semantic and pragmatic inferences
are embedded in verbal communication; semanticpaagmatic aspects affecting the meaning
of utterances can be highlighted via compreheraativities focusing on specific listening sub-
skills. The results of the classroom project sutggethat strategy-based listening is potentially
capable of directly enhancing pragmatic comprelmenbiut were inconclusive with regards to
pragmatic production.
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1. Introduction

This article aims at highlighting therole of stgtebased-listening in the development
of pragmatic comprehension. It is based on tworapions: listening extracts are a source of
comprehensible input portraying real-life commubima and comprehension precedes
production. I initially comment on the status oé tistening skill across different EFL methods
and approaches. | thenaddress pragmatic compreneasd its importance in L2 contexts.
Next, | present bottom-up and top-down processe&svad in listening comprehension as well
as Mendelsohn’s framework (1995, 1998) for thehiegcof strategy-based listening. Finally, |
report on the findings of an empirical project aadrout with a group of eight Brazilian learners

preparing for the IELTS examination in the firstrasster of 2009.

2. The status of the listening skill
A large number of Brazilian learners of Englishglamal skills as their main learning
objective. However, depending on the methodologipahciples adopted by language
institutions, the speaking skill is likely to beigitised. Nunan(2002) compares listening to the

“Cinderella skill” in second language learning &is itoo often overlooked by its elder sister, the
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speaking skill. To his mind, most people believattheing proficient in a second language
consists of being able to speak and write well.réfege, receptive skills tend to be considered
secondary skills, bearing the status of meansher@nds, rather than ends in themselves.

From a historical perspective, the status of teesting skill has varied across time
depending on the methodological approach in voduweording to Nunan (2002), listening
every so often becomes popular. In the early granmmaamslation method, for instance, the
reading skill was the focus as translation and gnamstudies were the main teaching and
learning activities. Nevertheless, with the shiftfecus to oral language skills via the audio-
lingual method, listening became fashionable in ¢hey 1960s. This method was partially
based on behaviourismand used dialogues and drills. Rost (1990) abds as the audio-
lingual methodemphasised learner identificatiotaofjuage products, the role of listening was
merely to reinforce the recognition of those praduic the syllabus.

Listening gained prominence again in the 1980s wkKhashen's notion of
comprehensible input(1985).lts importance was #&mrtheinforced by James Asher’'s Total
Physical Response, a fringe method deriving fromsken’s theory and based on the belief that
students learn more effectively if the pressurepiaduction is taken off them at early stages.
Similarly, first language acquisition theorists s Brown (1990) also helped to strengthen
the role of the listening skill by demonstrating thmportance of developing oracy (i.e. the
ability to listen and speak) as well as literacgdamool.

Nunan (2002) believes that listening is assumireaigr and greater importance in the
second language classroom. In his opinion, secangubge acquisition has given listening a
major boost by emphasising the importance of coh®msible input and the assumption that
listening is fundamental to speaking since it pdesi input for the learner. Furthermore,
listening extracts can be used for language worleasers are able to notice linguistic items
(grammar, functions and vocabulary) in a cont&xtain (1985) indicates that learners need to
process meaning before they internalise form. Likewtask-based learning activities may also
be centred on reading or listening texts.

Task-based learning is a holistic approach wheraning is central as opposed to the
traditional PPP (presentation, practice and praodaogtapproach, which focuses mainly on
language items. When learners carry out a task, ntlén focus is on exchanging and
understanding meanings rather than on the prastipee-specified forms or patterns. Learners
receive feedback from their teacher on task achiewe rather than on language performance.
Willis’s framework for task-based learning (1998pws that the tasks learners engage in may

be based on reading or listening texts. At a latage (language focus), learners carry out

'Behaviourism refers to “a theory of psychology wWhatates that human and animal behaviour can and
should be studied in terms of physical processgg @Richards, J.; Platt, J.; Webber, H., 1985:.27)
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consciousness-raising activitiésin order to identify and process specific languéemtures
present in the previous task text and/or transciiperefore, in task-based learning, listening
activities also play a role in both task and larpiBocus stages.

Celce-Murcia and Olshtain (2000:102) highlight tHatening is the most frequently
used language skill in everyday life”. Researchdatks that, on average, we use the listening
skill twice as much as we speak, four times as nagcive read and five times as much as we
write. Therefore, bearing learners’ communicatiirasain mind, listening is a vital component

in the language classroom, regardless of the metbgidal approach adopted by institutions.

3. Pragmatic comprehension

A pragmatic view on listening comprehension focusesvhat an utterance means to a
person in a particular speech situation. In otherds, while the semantic structure of a
sentence specifies what a sentence means as tigrinca given language, in abstraction from
speaker and addressee, “pragmatics deals withntbaning as it is interpreted interactionally in
a given situation” (Leech, 1977:1). In other worgsagmatic comprehension refers to the
comprehension of pragmatic meaning via spoken dise§dGarcia, 2004). In Thomas’s model
(1995), pragmatic comprehension involves the gemgnsion of speech acts (Austin, 1962,
Searle, 1969, 1979) and conversational implicat(®exe, 1975).

Speech Act Theory is grounded on the principle tlihen people want to express
themselves, they produce utterances and, at the Sam, perform acts via these utterances.
Austin (1962) proposed a three-fold distinction agioelated acts which take place every time
an utterance is produced:locutionary act (the basicof saying something); illocutionary act
(utterances which carry a certain conventionaldauach as a “promise” and a “warning”)and
perlocutionaryact (the effect speakers produce ufimm feelings and actions of their
interlocutors).

Searle (1979) developed Speech Act Theory furtherptoposing a taxonomy of
illocutionary acts into five mutually exclusive ajuintly exhaustive classes:

1. Representative or Assertive: statements which cartimi speaker to the truth of the
assumption expressed; for example, “assertitiys; raining.”
2. Directive: speech acts that speakers use to geea@te else to do something; for

example, “commanding™Close the door.”

“Consciousness-raising activities are opposed tatipeaactivities and have the following feature#i¢E
2002: 168):

1.There is an attempt to isolate a specific linfuigature for focused attention;

2. Learners are provided with data which illusttaie targeted feature;

3. Learners are expected to utilise intellectufdreto understand the targeted feature;

4. Misunderstanding of the grammatical structurddayners leads to clarification in the form ofther
data and description or explanation;

5. Learners may be required to articulate the dekcribing the grammatical structure.
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3. Commissive: speech acts which commit the speakdhdoperformance of a future
action; for example, “promising™!’ll finish the paper by tomorrow.”

4. Expressive: speech acts which convey the speadwrtsional attitude to the assumption
expressed; for instanc#: m so happy to be here.”

5. Declarative: statements which bring about the sihtéfairs described in the assumption
expressed; for exampld:now pronounce you husband and wife.”

As for conversational implicatures, Grice (1975wls a sharp distinction between what
someone says and what someone implicates when gngdan utterance. “Conventional
implicatures” relate to what a speaker literallysand are determined by the conventional
meaning of the sentence uttered and also conteptoaésses of disambiguation and reference
fixing. “Conversational implicatures”, on the otheand, refer to what a speaker implicates
(beyond what is said) and are associated with digtemce of some rational principles and
maxims which govern conversation.

Grice (1975) claims that people flout conversatianaxims in the normal course of a
conversation and, above all, this flouting of maxiindicates that a speaker is trying to say
something else beyond the conventional meaningeoténtence uttered. In order to convey the
implicit meaning of an utterance, speakers relyaoteeper level of co-operation which goes
beyond surface meaning. Conversational implicatuaes then inferences which arise to
preserve the assumption of co-operation.

Returning to the notion of pragmatic comprehensiGarcia (2004) suggests that
second language students need to be able to coemateimeaning pragmatically in order
tounderstand speakers’ intentions; interpret spsafeelings and attitudes; differentiate speech
act meaning such as the difference between a ideacid a commissive; evaluate the intensity
of speakers’ meaning, such as the difference betveesuggestion and a warning;recognise
sarcasm, joking, and other facetious behaviounyersational implicatures); be able to respond

appropriately.

4. Strategy-based listening

Listening comprehension, discourse analysis andynpatics are closely linked.
According to Celce-Murcia and Olshtain (2000), whe listen to a communicative message
via a lecture or a news broadcast or engage imgegsation, we are listening to a stretch of
discourse. The authors state that both L1 and a@efs of the listening processes acknowledge
that listening has both bottom-up and top-down etspelhe bottom-up level of the listening
process involves prior knowledge of the languagdesy in terms of phonology, grammar and
vocabulary. Nunan (2002: 239) states that “thednottip processing model assumes that
listening is a process of decoding the soundsahathears in a linear fashion, from the smallest

meaningful units (phonemes) to complex texts”. Thadel has been referred to as “listener as
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tape recorder view” (Anderson and Lynch, 1988) sim@assumes that listeners take in and store
messages sequentially, similarly to the way taperders do: one sound, one word, one phrase
and one utterance at a time.

The top-down interpretation model, on the otherdhataims that listeners reconstruct
the original meaning of speakers using incominghdewas clues (Nunan, 2002). Listeners rely
on prior knowledge of the context and of the situratvithin which the listening takes place to
make sense of what they hear. Likewise, Celce-Muacid Olshtain (2000) point out that top-
down listening processes involve the activation schematic knowledge and contextual
knowledge. Schematic knowledge comprises two tygwior knowledge: content schemata,
which describe background information on the topicd formal schemata, which consist of
knowledge about different genres, different toparsdifferent purposes. Contextual knowledge
relates to an understanding of the specific listgrsituation at hand as listeners assess who the
participants are, what the setting is and whatdp& and purpose are.

Celce-Murcia and Olshtain (2000) advocate thatdoywn features get filtered through
pragmatic knowledge to assist in the processingraf discourse. They also add that good
listeners make use of their understanding of thgomy discourse or co-text by taking into
consideration what has already been said and ligbirey what is likely to be said next. The
authors (2000) argue that the bottom-up model egdly acknowledged not to be able to
operate with any accuracy or efficiency on its oamd to require the benefit of and the
interaction with top-down information to make discge comprehensible to listeners. While for
native speakers and skilled L2 speakers, bottonpggessing is assumed to be automatic,
beginners and less than expert L2 learners arky lisdace problems, especially when decoding
phonological segments.

In order to compensate for less than automati®bwstip processing, Celce-Murcia and
Olshtain (2000) suggest teaching L2 listening viasteategy-based approachas well as
metacognition.This approach teaches learners haackde a listening task when not everything
is comprehensible and thus requiring the use ofigspmental processes or learning strategies
(Mendelsohn, 1995). Its main aim is to teach sttgldrow to listen. Mendelsohn (1995)
indicates that a good listening course should hawe main aims. Firstly, to help learners
develop strategies to recognise and use the sigvdtsh are provided in the spoken target
language. Secondly, to teach students how to ussetkignals to predict, guess and infer.
Therefore, learners need practice in the followsdtrgtegies: determining setting, interpersonal
relations, mood, topic, the essence of the meawih@n utterance; forming hypotheses,
predictions and inferences; and determining thenritksa of a passage.

Mendelsohn’s framework (1995, 1998) for the teaghif strategy-based listening to
second language learners can be summarised asvdolllm: Celce-Murcia and Olshtain,
2000:103):
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1. Raise learners’ awareness of the power and wdilusing strategies;

2. Use pre-listening activities to activate leashbackground knowledge;

3. Make clear to learners what they are goingsteti to and why;

4. Provide guided listening activities designedofter a lot of practice in using a particular
strategy using simplified data initially if needed,

5. Practise the strategy using real data with facusontent and meaning;

6. Use what has been comprehended: take noteteotuee to prepare a summary, fill in a form
to gather data, etc;

7. Allow for self-evaluation so that learners cassess how accurate and complete their
listening has been.

In addition, Celce-Murcia and Olshtain (2000) swgjghat learners can make use of
metacognition in order to enhance their listenikil.sMetacognition involves the planning,
regulation, monitoring and management of listenargl it is closely related to the above
listening strategies 1, 2, 3 and 7. Metacognitivatsgies allow learners to have an overview of
the listening process by predicting, monitoringoesror breakdowns in understanding and
evaluating the success of comprehension.

Furthermore, the characterisation of listening pags also depends on the nature of the
listening event (Richards, 1985). Students mayxdpesed to listening as a component of social
interaction (e.g. conversational listening), listgnfor information, academic listening (e.g.
lectures), listening for pleasure (e.g. radio, resyielevision), or for some other reason. Based
on the analyses of listening processes and on g¢htures of spoken discourse, Richards

(1985:198-199) proposes taxonomies of listeningorskills for different listening events.

5. Empirical Project

Corsetti (2009) investigated the effectivenessst#hing comprehension activities to
promote pragmatic development via a strategy-bapgedoach to listening. The activities were
implemented in a classroom project developed irfiteesemester of 2009, which was part of a
broader empirical project whose main aim was taalmrate, refute or reject the following
assumptions:
1. In order to achieve listening proficiency, leens need practice in making inferences as
semantic and pragmatic inferences are embeddegtlimhcommunication;
2. Semantic and pragmatic aspects affecting thenimgaf utterances can be highlighted via
comprehension activities focusing on specific higtg sub-skills;
3. Following a strategy-based approach, listenictyities can directly and indirectly enhance

pragmatic comprehension and pragmatic production.
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The classroom project included the participatioreight Brazilian learners of English
as a second language, who were taking a preparetonge for the IELTSexamination at a
language institute in the south of Brazil in thestfisemester of 2009. Their age range varied
from mid-twenties to late-forties. Students attehdidhour and 15 minute- lessons twice a week
amounting to an overall exposure of 48 hours instimester. Students were highly motivated
and committed as their main course aim was to sehgatisfactory grades in the IELTS
examination in order to be eligible to work or stud English speaking countries.Broadly
speaking, learners’ overall linguistic competenaeged from intermediate to advanced levels
due to the nature IELTS, which is a multi-level exaation.

The classroom project was developed consideringhdéesl needs and how events
unfolded during the semester. It did not follow aigorous scientific methodology but rather
attempted to improve learners’ overall listeningfimiency. Despite its experimental nature, at
the end of the semester learners’ listening baondeschad risen at least one and a half bands.
The assessment of students’ linguistic and pragmalbilities relied on the following
instruments: IELTS mock tests(Jakeman&McdowelD2227-159, McCarter & Ash, 2003:8-
124), IELTS band scores (IELTS handbook 2007: 4) amragmatic competence
quizzes(Corsetti, 2009:173-184).

The empirical project consisted of the followingggts:

1. Assessment of learners’ linguistic competence ELallS mock test 1;

Analysis of learners’ listening needs vis-a- vigdning scores;

w

Selection of supplementary listening materialsiti¢ient levels of listening proficiency
for individual learners;

Production of a pragmatic competence quiz (phasg on

Assessment of learners’ pragmatic competence eigttéigmatic quiz;

Analysis of learners’ pragmatic needs vis-a- vigpratic comprehension;

Selection of listening exercises to be used througthe semester;

© N o g s

Monthly re-assessment of learners’ linguistic cotepee via IELTS mock tests 2, 3
and 4;

9. Final assessment of learners’ linguistic competeme¢EL TS mock test 5;

*|ELTS"stands for “International English Testing 8gm” and it is aimed at assessing the language
ability of candidates over the age of 16 who needvork or study where English is the language of
communication. It is jointly managed by Cambridgegish Language Assessment, British Council and
IELTS Australia. It is recognised by many univaesif employers, professional bodies, immigration
authorities and government agencies, in counti@sAustralia, New Zealand, Canada, the UK and the
USA. It tests candidates’ ability in the four laiage skills: listening, reading, writing and speakin
Candidates are awarded a score on a band scalg(fjotm (9) for each test component. The scores are
averaged and rounded to produce an overall BandeSeported as a whole band or a half band. An
IELTS average Band Score of (6.5) is usually resiiby most universities and colleges in the above
countries. However, some institutions may requigtdr scores(IELTS handbook 2007).
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10. Production of pragmatic competence quiz (phasg;two

11. Re-assessment of learners’ pragmatic competeadbdeipragmatic quiz (phase two);

12. Analyses of students’ results and of the effectdgsnof listening activities to promote
pragmatic development.

The results of the empirical project led to thédeing conclusions:

1. Subjects’ initial assessment of language addlitiia mock test 1 indicated that listening was
the language skill which posed the most difficutiyfearners;

2. ThelELTS listening activitiésubjects were exposed to providedthemwith pragniapiat;

3. Pragmatic input embedded in the extracts wasaaetl following a strategy-based approach
to listening, which encompassed both pre-listemictivities and listening activities targeting at
specific listening micro-skills;

4. By doing those activities, all subjects raisedirt overall level of listening proficiency
substantially, as suggested by the comparison leetweck 1 and mock 5 resdlts

5. By doing those activities, all subjects improtkdir pragmatic comprehension in areas such
as the interpretation of pragmatic inferences amversational implicatures, the recognition of
the illocutionary force of utterances and refereassignment, as suggested by the comparison
between pragmatic competence quizzes results ¢pitaesand phase two);

All things considered, it was possible to concluthat listening comprehension
activities are potentially capable of directly entiag pragmatic comprehension via a strategy-
based approach to listening. While pre-listeningvaies can activate learners’ content and
formal schemata, listening activities focusing peafic conversational and academic listening
micro-skills can draw learners’ attention to pragmaphenomena embedded in verbal
communication. However, the results of the emplifcaject were inconclusive as to the extent
to which listening comprehension activities areeptilly capable of enhancing pragmatic

production.

6. Conclusion
In this article, | presented strategy-based listgnas an alternative methodological
approach to the development of pragmatic compréfvens Pragmatic comprehension
comprises the understanding of speech acts andersational implicatures. Bottom-up
comprehension processes involve prior knowledgethaf language system in terms of
phonology, grammar and vocabulary and encompasseiteding of sounds in a linear fashion.

Top-down processes include the activation of schierkaowledge and contextual knowledge.

“For a full description of the listening activitiaad how they were implemented , see “Insight into
IELTS” (Jakeman& MacDowell, 1999:8-25) and Corsg009: 126-132)
°For detailed results and comparisons , see Co(g261i: 143-150)
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It was concluded that the bottom-up model doessafiice to make discourse comprehensible
to listeners and requires the benefit of and tkeraction with top-down information.

A strategy-based approach to listening includes hwe-listening activities, which
enable learners to activate their background kndgdeon the topic, and listening activities,
which give learners the opportunity to practisectfgestrategies or micro-skills. The empirical
project carried out with a group of eight learngrsparing for the IELTS examination in 2009
corroborated the following assumptions: in ordeatbieve listening proficiency, learners need
practice in making inferences as semantic and patignmferences are embedded in verbal
communication; semantic and pragmatic aspects tafée¢he meaning of utterances can be
highlighted via comprehension activities focusing gpecific listening sub-skills; following a

strategy-based approach, listening activities é¢aattly enhance pragmatic comprehension.
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