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Abstract

Using songs to practice listening skills is not a new concept. However, in the context of
English Language Teaching (ELT) in Bangladesh where listening remains the least practiced
and most neglected of the four basic skills up till the higher secondary level of education, the
very idea of listening to a recorded speech in a foreign accent far removed from whatever
English they have been exposed to, appears to be quite intimidating to most learners. The
paper argues that as learners, especially young adults in Bangladesh, are pretty much into
English music, it can be used as both a familiar and interesting resource requiring minimum
of logistics support and enhancing student participation in promoting and developing their
listening skills. This paper will also discuss issues relating to maximizing listening inputs in
language classrooms by using songs, the kinds of songs to be chosen, and ways to use them
effectively in such classes. Keeping in view the practical constraints of using listening activities
in the language classrooms in Bangladesh, the paper sets out to provide useful suggestions on
using songs embracing a whole spectrum of activities designed to promote acquisition,
entertainment as well as production of the target language for adult learners.

Introduction

Considering the amount of time individuals spend in total communication,
(listening 45%, speaking 30%, reading 16%, writing 9%) (Rivers and Temperly
1978; Celce Murcia 1995) and its role in learning one's first language (first
languages are learnt mostly by listening); it is surprising how listening had been
an almost completely ignored and non-existent skill in language learning for so
long. It is only fairly recently that with the vast technological advancement and
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globalization when effective 'communication' has become the buzzword that
oracy (the ability to participate and understand spoken discourse) and listening
has begun to occupy the central stage in language learning. Nowadays, even first
language learning involves projects on listening. However, because listening is one
of the most elusive and complex skills, there is an ongoing debate in the discipline
of Teaching English as a Foreign or Second language (EFL/ESL) on issues such as
simplifying listening to texts in classroom, developing learners' confidence
through listening or pursuing strategies that can become useful in making use of
listening texts (Hedge 2000).

In Bangladeshi English Language Teaching (ELT) classes, however,
listening remains the least practiced and most neglected among the four basic
skills essential for developing communicative competence. The prime reason for
this neglect is that it is not separately tested at any level (secondary, higher
secondary or tertiary) of education. For learners listening thus remains one of the
most dreaded skills, as the very act of it entails listening to some taped
conversations in a foreign accent far removed from whatever limited English they
are exposed to in and outside the classroom. Also, due to proper lack of logistics
support, and guidance and student inertia teachers feel it not worth their while to
invest time in an activity students can not make much of. Consequently, listening
is set aside as a skill that learners are expected to learn by themselves. It is as if by
‘osmosis’ or through their exposure to media, internet, movies etc. they will learn
listening.

However, like any other skills listening should be taught systematically and
methodically. Keeping in view the practical constraints of using listening activities
in the classroom, this paper will discuss ways to deal with learner inhibition and
maximize learner output by choosing appropriate songs in ELT classes for
meaningful and effective practice of listening skills.

The paper is divided into three sections. Firstly, it gives a brief account of
the position of listening in the context of ELT in Bangladesh. Secondly, it
analyses why listening is considered to be the most problematic of the four skills
and suggests strategies for successful listening. In the last section, it shows how
songs can act as a useful resource for introducing listening at the tertiary level to
promote acquisition, entertainment as well as production of the target language
for adult learners.

74



JOUR

Teaching Listening in Bangladesh: ELT Classrooms

In ELT classes in Bangladesh, listening remains a skill that is scanted by both
teachers and students in language classrooms. One of the key reasons for the lack
of listening practice in language classes in Bangladesh is probably because it is not
separately and systematically tested at the secondary and higher secondary levels
of education. Teachers, who are pressured further for the completion of syllabuses
and in a rush to meet the deadlines of examinations ever looming at the horizon,
do not feel listening to be something worth investing time in. For students, to
whom exams and grades are the 'be all and end all' as far as motivation is
concerned, the idea of wasting time on something that will not be tested in
examinations does not hold much appeal. Again, lack of proper logistics support,
guide lines, class size and quality of materials remain major deterrents.
Consequently, listening is shelved as a skill that learners are expected to learn. It is
as if by 'osmosis' or through their exposure to the media or any other forms, or if
they are motivated enough, they will develop this aspect of language learning.

The entire learner situation, however, is reversed as these same students
enter their tertiary level of education. As most of the course books in higher levels
are written in English and most lectures are either delivered in the language or a
lot of English words are used in interactive classrooms, most learners face
difficulty when they come to acquire university education due to their lack of
listening skills. Even extra language courses offered in public and private
universities to make up for this deficit do not provide much help as these can not
make up for the lack of a skill that has hardly been practiced. Listening remains a
skill infrequently practiced in classrooms and even more rarely practiced outside
it. At the learners' end it remains one of the most dreaded skills, as the very act of
listening entails straining to understand some taped conversation in an accent far
removed from the English they are exposed to, in and outside the classroom.
Harmer (2001:231) aptly comments that the two main problems associated with
listening can be summarized as 'panic and difficulty’.

Students often panic when they see the tape recorder/ cd player because they
know that they are faced with a challenging task. The panic is bound to increase for
students who do not feel up to the task knowing that the activity would only
expose their individual lack of performance. This automatically raises their affective
filters (Krashen 1985), thus defeating the whole purpose of listening. Thus for the
majority of learners, especially for Bengali medium learners, coping with class
lectures and texts written in English imposes an added burden to the already
challenging and uphill task of coping with university studies.
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One of the most baffling questions that Bangladeshi Language teachers
often find themselves asking is, why despite learning English simultaneously
alongside with Bengali for almost ten to twelve years our learners can not
communicate properly in English? Often students' lack of practice and
unwillingness to speak outside the classroom are held as prime reasons for their
lack of fluency. What we tend to forget is, that speaking is a productive skill
which requires more effort than a receptive skill (e.g. reading and listening)
(Harmer 2001:46) and many learners will naturally not be readily prepared to
speak. In the communicative continuum speaking comes after listening. Speaking
not only means producing random words without meaning, it means uttering
and producing meaningful words and also being able to decipher or decode
whatever the other party is saying (Widdowson1983:1). Inability to make sense of
what is being communicated results in utter breakdown of communication,
which in my opinion, is more responsible for the failure of our learners being able
to produce and continue conversations. With one of the basic skills severely
unpracticed or underpracticed, our learners lack the ability to think and
comprehend in the target language and work freely within the language system.

Also, quite frequently overlooked is the issue of exposure to a second
language through the means of language learning. Indeed, it is possible to get
exposed to non-productive listening and acquire a working knowledge of a
language in process. Witness the way Hindi is making inroads in Bangladesh;
courtesy of Indian soaps or film music from Hindi films devoured by millions! It
can be argued that as far as media exposure is concerned, a wide array of English
channels are available via satellite and internet to all. However, so far improving
listening or speaking skills are concerned, most students feel either too
intimidated, bored, culturally alienated or demotivated to watch English
programs for instructive and educational purposes! Even when one is motivated
enough to learn from the media, it remains a difficult task as successful listening,
like any other skill, needs proper training and guidance. Thus before dumping the
responsibility solely on learners, they should be trained in the techniques and
strategies leading to successful listening which should be provided in classrooms
by instructors.

Theoretical underpinnings of listening

In the context of ELT in Bangladesh, nevertheless, teaching listening skills is
difficult due to logistical problems and lack of the kind of technical supports
necessary to ensure successful listening practice, also listening remains one of the
most difficult skills to be presented in classrooms. Research in SLA and cognitive
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psychology, however, has shed light on the process of listening and its
implications in classroom teaching and learning. Though the full nature of how
we process and comprehend speech is yet to be explained, as receptive skills both
share some common characteristics; like reading, listening too, can be explained
with the help of the "bottom up" and "top down" processes.

Bottom-up strategies

Current knowledge of "bottom-up" strategies is derived from the investigation of
three groups of researchers: psycholinguists interested in speech perception (e.g.
Bever 1970; Clark and Clark 1977; Conrad 1985; Marslen Wilson and Tyler
1980); the work of communication researchers (Cherry 1957) and those
interested in memory (Neisser 1982, as quoted in Hedge 2000). "Bottom—up
process” makes use principally of information which is already present in speech.
In listening when we use the "bottom up" process we try to pick up acoustic
signals to make sense of the sound of the speech. By using the information in
speech to comprehend meaning we segment speech into words, clauses, phrases
and sentences. We use our lexical knowledge to assign meaning to words and use
logical reasoning to establish relationship between them. We also pay attention to
discourse markers, or using these strategies we try to first infer meaning from
what is heard and then anticipate what might come next. For example, if we hear
the following words in a news broadcast: "flood situation... worsened... country;
after... the coastal regions... proceeded" we can infer from the word sequence
that the overall flood situation in the country has deteriorated and then anticipate
that we are going to hear about more of its destructive path indicated by the
temporal marker 'after’ and the verb 'proceeded'.

While listening and employing these strategies memory plays a vital role in
comprehending and retaining what we hear. Research on listening has shown that
while syntax is lost to memory within a very short time, meaning is retained for a
much longer period. Thus 'echoic memory" helps us to hold word sequences for a
few seconds where only initial analysis of language is possible by helping us to
concentrate on key words or pauses or other significant clues or features. The load
on short—term memory is quite heavy as listeners try to hold various parts of the
text in mind inferring meanings and deciding on the parts they feel should be
retained. This is where choice of text is crucial as overload can occur; if there is
too much unfamiliar information the greater part of the text might get lost.
Ultimately it is more the gist of the listening text than its detailed structure that is
stored and retained in long term memory (Underwood 1989). Although the
working of memory as an 'active' and constructive process is yet to be fully

77



JOURNAL

understood, what ever information we have on it has implication for choosing
texts and tasks for facilitating listening (Neisser 1982 as quoted in Hedge 2000).

Top-down strategies

A "top—down" process or approach, on the other hand, makes use of previous
knowledge ("higher level knowledge") in analyzing and processing information
which is received (words, sentences, discourse etc.). Often called 'inside the head
information’, top-down comprehension strategies involve the knowledge that a
listener brings to the text. Top-down listening involves inference from contextual
clues and making connection between the listening text and the existing prior
knowledge that the learner brings with him/her. Contextual clues refer to the
learners' prior knowledge, which is also termed as schematic knowledge (de
Beaugrande and Dressler 1981; Carrell and Eisterhold 1983) which refer to one's
knowledge of a particular situation; for example, the number of speakers, their
relationship to each other, the setting (home, office, school etc.), the topic, the
purpose of the spoken text and linking the discourse with what has been said
earlier.

Schema Theory

According to schema theory, our memories retain mental frameworks of various
topics and settings. For instance, tables in red and white chequered tablecloths, in
set with plates and forks, and chairs arranged around them, would immediately
trigger restaurant schema in our mind. Miscommunication and misunderstanding
can arise even amid speakers of the same language, when schematic knowledge
differs, due to, cultural, regional or other differences.

While listening, listeners usually employ two kinds of schema. One is
formal schemata where one has the knowledge of the overall structure and format
of the speech event, e.g. 'Once upon a time there was' would automatically
trigger the story schemata in our mind where we would expect to have characters,
events, conflict, outcome, possibly a moral outcome with the ending like '....and
then they lived happily ever after'. The other one is content schemata which
involves general world knowledge, socio—cultural knowledge, and topic
knowledge. Local knowledge would be necessary for inferring meanings, e.g. on
the eve of Qurbani if one asks 'Cow or goat?' one needs to have the knowledge
that animals are sacrificed on this religious festival of Muslims and the speaker is
asking which one they have bought. Again, in contrast to the above example,
many listening situations may be quite predictable. There are situations where
one has elaborate mental frameworks or routines for those situations stored in
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memory. Schank terms these as script and defines it as 'an elaborate casual chain
which provides world knowledge about an often experienced situation' (1975:
264 as quoted in Hedge). Asking for doctor's appointment, asking for
information, going to shopping, going to restaurant, booking a ticket, asking for
direction etc are typical examples of scripts that we often use.

In actual listening, the "bottom—up" and "top-down" strategies and
schematic and contextual knowledge are not mutually exclusive; rather, they work
in conjunction to make us comprehend whatever we are listening to. Thus in real
life listening, listeners first work out the purpose of the message from contextual
clues, the content and setting; then they will activate their schematic knowledge
and knowledge of script to make sense of the content; finally, they will try to
match their perception of meaning with the speakers' intended meaning. Any
mismatch between the two can result in communication breakdown.

View of Listening: Product vs. Process

Implicit in all skills is the dual concept of product and process. It was in the
1980s and early 1990s, what with more attention being paid to human beings as
language processors that the focus on language teaching shifted from "product” to
"process". Earlier language was deemed as a "fixed system, 'a finished product’
where 'texts' (whether written or spoken) were presented as objects to be
understood” (McDonough and Shaw 2003). The "process" view of language
learning is important for all skills, but more so for receptive skills like listening,
given its transient nature compared to the stability of, for example, written texts.

At the processing stage, a competent listener processes listening at two
levels — at the level of sound and at the level of meaning; comprehension is
achieved by combining the two. At the sound level one has to segment the stream
of sound, and recognize word boundaries and contracted forms. This is a complex
process, especially in spoken discourse, as sounds often overlap. This is
particularly true in English where in connected speech one sound runs into
another; for example 'what is happening?' in spoken discourse sounds like
‘whatzappening?' Also, contracted forms like 'Am I not your friend' (Ain't I your
friend too?) pose comprehension difficulty. One also has to recognize the
vocabulary, clause and sentence boundaries, stress patterns, speech, rhythm,
accent intonation speed of delivery etc. while processing sounds.

Processing meaning, on the other hand, takes chunks of listening texts and
divides them into meaningful sections. In processing meaning one has to pay
attention to linguistic clues like "however", "although", "nevertheless", "next" etc.
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