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Learner Training in Listening Strategies

Barbara Fujiwara

Doshisha Women’s Junior College
This paper is a description of the objectives, development, imple-
mentation, and results of a learner training project in listening
strategies. The purpose of the project was to help students become
self-directed learners able to make effective use of available sources
of target language input. The project was part of a Listening Diary
homework program for Japanese junior college students of Oral
English. It was based on qualitative research of the listening
strategies used by good learners in several classes. The components
of the training were (a) experimentation with, and evaluation of,
selected strategies, and (b) individual reflection on affective reac-
tions and learning processes. Results showed that students:had
learned to use a greater variety of listening materials and strate-
gies;had increased their awareness ofthe learning process; and had
developed a more positive attitude toward listening.
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LEARNER TRAINING IN LISTENING

1. Introduction

Dear Ms. Fujiwara,

+ Yesterday I watched a TV program of “Sherlock Holmes” as
same as last week. As I've learned some special words that
Holmes often used like: investigate, odd, inspection, etc., I
could understand the story better than last time. Next time,
I'll read the case in English and watch TV. I go on studying
“My Fair Lady”. I feel more I catch their conversation, more
the play makes me fun. Now, I listen to cockney spoken by
Mr. Doolittle. In my college days, at Prof. Oda’s linguistic
class, we studied a little about cockney and I was not able to
find what it like. It wasn’t enough for me to know it only
reading. Ilearned the importance of listening again, through
this study.

Yours sincerely,
Aki Miyabe

Almost every week, I get a letter like the one above from Ms.
Miyabe, a graduate of the Japanese women’s junior college where
I teach. She is, in effect, continuing the Listening Diary homework
of the Oral English II class she took with me. During that course,
Ms. Miyabe demonstrated several characteristics of a good listener
learner in her daily listening tasks. She listened to a variety of
materials and experimented with different way of listening to
them. Throughout the year, she continued to assess her own
listening progress and work on her areas of weakness by choosing
appropriate materials and tasks. In her listening diary, she re-
ported her plans and strategies and made comments on how and
what she had learned. This ability to direct her own learning has
enabled her to continue studying English on her own after gradu-
ation.

Ms. Miyabe’s letters were the inspiration for a qualitative
research study of the strategies used by self-directed listening
learners, and a subsequent learner training project. Learner strate-
gies have been defined by Wenden (1987) as “language learning
behaviors learners actually engage in to learn and regulate the
learning of a second language” (p. 6). The research study and
training project were an application of theoretical assumptions and
educational goals (citedin Stern, 1975, and Wenden & Rubin, 1987)
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to develop the listening strategies of learners in an EFL environ-
ment. Rubin (1987) notes the “growing interest in defining how
learners can take charge of their own learning and in clarifying how
teachers can help learners become more autonomous” (p. 15). The
basic assumption was made that after being trained in the strate-
gies of more successful learners like Ms. Miyabe, students would
“become the best judge of how to approach the learning task”(p. 15).
: The need for a learner training project became evident when I
examined the different ways my Japanese junior college Oral
English students approached their original Listening Diary home-
work—to listen to English 20 minutes every day and record their
study. Some students tended to listen to a limited number of
materials over and over again and write only affective reactions
like, “I like Madonna’s voice. It’s cute..” Others had developed
strategies for “selective” listening (Nida, 1957, p. 30), strategies
that seemed to be very useful for false beginners in an EFL
situation. These learners showed initiative in designing tasks for
themselves, as well as insight into their own processes of learning.
The difference in student approaches suggested two specific
questions in the area of learner strategies: (a) How do good EFL
listening learners use available materials to improve their lan-
guage ability? and (b) How can the strategies these learners have
developed be transferred to other students? This paper describes
the development, implementation, and results of a learner training
project designed to answer these two questions. The participants in
the project were 45 second-year junior college students with a wide
range of English listening proficiency who had one 90-minute Oral
English class a week with me for 25 weeks. During the training all
the students experimented with activities based on strategies
selected from the self-reports of good learners and reflected on the
usefulness of these strategies for themselves.

2. The Strategies of Good Listening Learners

The original research (Fujiwara, 1989) on the strategies of good
listening learners consisted of a case study of one first-year student
and a detailed study of 23 specific strategies collected from the
listening diaries of several second-year students over a period of
two years and categorized according to Chamot’s (2987, pp. 77-78)
comprehensive classification of learning strategies. In their dia-
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ries, the successful learners reported on both how and what they
had learned through listening. They used strategies such as, to use
Chamot’s terms, selective attention, self-evaluation, note-taking,
imagery, contextualization, and inferencing. They reported learn-
ing individual sounds, new words and expressions, syntax and
discourse patterns. In this paper, the report of that research will be
limited to the case study and those strategies chosen as the basis
of the training activities.

2.1 Case Study

I became interested in doing a case study of Ms. Shibata, a
student in my first-year Oral English class, when 1 listened to her
tape as part of a tape exchange I was doing with the students. I was
amazed at her fluency and accuracy in English. Her tape was about
30 minutes long, nearly 10 times as long as that of most other
students, and she sounded almost like a native speaker. However,
Ms. Shibata had spent only two weeks in an English-speaking
country and during that time had lived with a family that wanted
topractice Japanese. Despite having had very few opportunities for
spoken interaction, she learned to speak through regular listening
to authentic materials, reading, and writing. How did she do this?
This is how Ms. Shibata explained her accomplishment:

You asked me how I'd learned English! To some of my
friends, English was a killer subject and some of them really
hated it! I have never hated it! 1 was so lucky because I found
it very interesting to learn and I studied it with my own way!
Idid not study very hard in classes, you know why!? Because
they taught me too much grammar and I hated it!! Well, I'd
better say I1didn’t like it too much because 1 did it okay. What
I hated is that they taught us all those useless expressions!
So 1 didn’t get into the English that was taught at school.
Well, then what did I do? I saw so many movies! For
example, I love this actor, Ralph Macchio, unfortunately,
he’s got married at last, . . . but anyway, I loved his movie,
one of his movies “Karate Kid”!! I taped it (a cassette tape)
and listened to his lines so many times. Thanks, Ralph!
That’s how I learned the hints in following the native
speaker.
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In an interview with Ms. Shibata, I got a more detailed picture
of her listening strategies. When she was 14, she saw a movie with
Ralph Macchio and liked him so much that she wanted to listen
every day to the tape she made from the movie. She was only able
to comprehend a few words so she sent the tape to a pen pal and
asked her to make a transcript. Then, for about a week, she listened
to the tape while looking at the transcript. After that, she listened
to it without the transcript for at least 30 minutes every day. She
has continued this kind of listening practice since she was 14. She
would tape other scenes she liked and transcribe as much of them
as she could, asking her pen pal to correct and finish the tran-
scripts. At 16, she could understand 50% and at 19, 70 to 80% of
most movies without doing a transcription. Whether or not she does
a transcription, she listens to the tapes of her favorite scenes over
and over again. As she explains, that’s how you get the rhythm and
intonation of English. She guesses the meanings of words from the
lines before and after. Sometimes she listens with great concentra-
tion; at other times, she listens while reading a magazine or doing
something else.

This case study shows, first of all, that Ms. Shibata used a
number of specific strategies, two of which, transcription and
repeated listening, I used as training activities for my Oral English
IT(OEII) students. Ms. Shibata’s case also shows the importance of
the affective component that from the very beginning played a
major role in her study of English. She wanted to listen to and
understand people she liked, whether media stars or pen pals.
There are certain materials she listened to voluntarily and enjoya-
bly; there are others she listened to only if they were assigned for
homework. As the objective of the training was for students to
continue learning through listening after graduation, it seemed
important that there be a large element of choice in the training
tasks and exposure to a wide variety of materials, so that students
could choose the ones they liked. Also, it seemed that authentic
materials would give students the greatest possibility of continued
learning, since such materials are available in great variety and
offer an unrestricted challenge.

2.2 Training Project
The objective of the training project was to train students to
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become autonomous listening learners who would be motivated
and able to direct their own listening study after graduation. The
total training program consisted of: (a) the pre-training Listening
. Diary assignment (April); (b) reflection questions on students’
affective reactions and learning process (beginning of October and
December); (¢) the training assignments (October and November);
and (d) self and course evaluations (January). Of these, only
excerpts from the pre-training and training assigments will be
given.

2.2.1 Pre-training: Listening Diary Assignhwnt (April).
The following is the initial Listening Diary assignment in its
entirety.

Your ongoing homework for this course will be
regular listening practice, which I believe is essen-
tial to mastering a language. I expect you to listen to
English at least 20 to 30 minutes every day and to
record your listening practice in a Listening Diary.
I recommend that you listen to a variety of materials
and try to keep a balance among the different kinds.
You can use our textbook tape, the A-V Center self-
study listening materials, English songs, TV pro-
grams, and movies. You will hand in your Listening
Diary at the end of every month. Write the following
for each daily entry: (a) date, the time you began and
finished; (b) kind of materials; (c) your listening
strategies, reactions, and questions.

2.2.2 Training Assignments (October and November)

The listening activities I assigned in October and November
were based on the strategies of the more successful learners, as
reported in their listening diaries (Fujiwara, 1989). The strategies,
with the Chamot label where applicable (see Chamot, 1987, pp. 77-
78, for strategy descriptions), precede the assigned activities. In
addition, the activities met some or all of the following criteria: (a)
they used materials that students would have access to after
graduation; (b) they used materials which students seemed inter-
ested in from the reports in their listening diaries; and (c) they
represented a variety of listening purposes, for example, listening
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for information, listening for language, and listening for interac-
tion patterns.

Recent work on self-directed learning (summarized in Wenden,
1987) emphasizes the need not only for experimentation with
learning techniques, but also for reflection on these techniques,
and on the attitudes students hold toward learning. Thus, reflec-
tion was an important part of the total training program and the
training assignment shown here. The reflection questions ad-
dressed both the affective and cognitive components of the activi-
ties and directed students’ attention to the learning process itself.

“Learning from listening” is a combination of the two training
assignments given at the beginning of October and November.
Each assignment included instructions, five activities derived from
those of successful learners, and reflection questions. Each activity
is preceded by the learner strategy or strategies upon which it was
based, as reported in students’ listening diaries and collected
during the research study (Fujiwara, 1989). These diary entries,
printed in italics, did not appear on the printed assignments the
students received. The Chamot strategy category (Chamot, 1987,
pp. 77-78) follows each strategy number. The listening material is
given in parentheses, before the diary entry. The activities "CON-
VERSATION" and "REPEATED LISTENING" were also based on
Ms. Shibata’s strategies.

Learning from Listening

In order to further improve your ability to learn
English from listening, I would like to try a new
listening program this semester and experiment
with some of the following activities. Each month
choose four of the five activities. If you can, try to
do some or all of your choices more than once.
Some of the activities may take a few days to
complete, but please keep a record of the work
you do each day in your Listening Diary. When
you complete an activity, answer these questions
about it in your Listening Diary: (a) How did you
feel about doing this activity? and (b) What did
you learn from doing this activity?
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Learner Strategy la: Grouping
(Material: Whitney Houston song)

Diary entry:

I like “Take Good Care of My Heart.” She sings

with Jermaine Jackson. Their voices are good

combination. There is a very few rhyme in her

songs. I try to find the word starts the same sound

this time.

Learner Strategy 1b: Self-monitoring
(Material: Pronunciation tape)
Diary entry:
After 1listen to a line, I repeat the line but I can’t
repeat “r” (e.g., her, for, hour) like the pronuncia-
tion of the tape.

Derived Activity 1. SOUNDS:
Choose one or two sounds whose pronunciation
you want to improve. Listen to a song several
times and write down all the words with the
sounds you have chosen. Check your guesses by
looking at the lyrics. How did you do?

Learner Strategy 2: Self-management.
(Material: Movie—Young Sherlock Holmes)
Diary entry:
I like this movie. After I saw it for the first time,
I read all of the Holmes’ sixty stories. I tried to
dictate one of my favorite scenes. I could catch
some sentences.

Derived Activity 2. CONVERSATION:
From a movie or a TV program you like, choose a
1- or 2-minute scene in which two people are
talking. First, describe the people, their relation-
ship, and the situation. Then, transcribe their
conversation,

210




LEARNER TRAINING IN LISTENING

Learner Strategy 3: Note-taking
(Material: Movie—Desert Moon Story)
Diary entry:
Lovers misunderstand eachother. Girl complains
that boy goes out another girl. Boy saw the girl in
the crowd on Saturday night. But the girl pre-
tended not to notice him.

Derived Activity 3. STORY:
Watch a movie and summarize the plot of the
story.

Learner Strategy 4: Inferencing
(Material: News)
Diary entry:

I found it’s interesting to hear Sports corner.
Though I don’t like baseball very much, I some-
times listened to baseball games in English. As
for such a program, announcers had to speak
quickly and I couldn’t understand detail but I
was able to know outlines. And knowing outlines
often helped me to imagine details. 1 felt it’s
important to hear speaking not as a line but as
long sentences.

Derived Activity 4. ENGLISH NEWS:
Watch the news and write down the main topics
discussed. Choose one topic and write down some
words you remembered or learned while watch-
ing the broadcast.

Learner Strategy 5: Transfer.
(Material : VTR-Music TV)
Diary entry:

It’s great fun for me to hear most of interviews in
English. It's easy for me to understand about
music in English because 1 have many knowl-
edge of it (. . . I can’t understand daily news so
easily).
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Dervied Activity 5. INTERVIEW:
Listen to or watch an interview in English. What
did you learn about the life or ideas of the person
being interviewed?

Learner Strategy 6: Elaboration
(Material: Madonna songs)
Diary entry: ,

Idon’t have the words’ cards of some of the songs
in this tape. But recently 1 heard commotion
meant a kind of fight or disturbance. I hear she
was singing like this, maybe: “(You got a commo-
tion). If we got together, we be causing a commo-
tion.” I don’t think this is right but I know what
she means.

Dervied Activity 6: EXPRESSIONS:
Listen to a song you like and write down the
interesting expressions you hear and what you
think their meaning is.

Learner Strategy 7
(Material: Movie—Peggy Sue Got Married)
Diary entry:
Fourth time. Everytime I find new things. That’s
interesting.

Dervied Activity 7. REPEATED LISTENING:
Audio or video record a short TV or movie scene
with your favorite actor or actress. Listen to the
scene at least 10 times over a period of several
days. Each time write down something new you
notice or learned.
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Learner Strategy 8: Self-management.
(Material: Dial-the-News)
Diary entry:
I called the number of Yomiuri English News. As
I didn’t understand by listening one time, I
listened same news again and again.
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Derived Activity 8. TOURIST INFORMATION:
Call either the Kyoto (075-361-2911) or Nara (0742-
27-1313) tourist information recording and take
notes on the main events of the month. Check
your notes with the newspaper or Japanese re-
cording.

3. Results

The results of the training project show that almost all students
benefited from the process of working with the strategies of good
learners. As each student was involved in discovering the learning
path that best suited her, there were no outstanding universal
trends but rather indications of various kinds of changes.

The discussion of the results of the training project is divided
into three parts: (a) a report of what happened, (b) my assessment
of changes in students’ listening diaries, and (¢) students’ own
evaluation of their work. In some cases, it is difficult to decide
which changes occurred because of the training, and which oc-
curred because of the whole Listening Diary program. As much as
possible, the description of the results is limited to those directly
related to the training.

Of the 45 students in my two second-year Oral English classes,
41 handed in their October diaries and 38 handed in their Novem-
ber diaries. Only two of the 45 students did none of the training
tasks. In their final evaluations, 36 or the students said they felt
their listening had improved over the year and 16 felt the Listening
Diary homework was the most helpful component of the whole
course. In their plans for future study, almost all of the students
mentioned continuing one or more of the training activities.

I compared the pre- (September) and post-training (Dec./Jan.)
listening diaries and found the following changes, listed in order of
predominance. Students (a) used the training strategies, (b) noted
expressions learned, (¢) wrote longer comments, (d) used a greater
variety of materials, (e) did a greater variety of activities, (f) made
more comments about the content of the material, and (g) did more
evaluation of their own work. _

In their self-evaluations, students confirmed these findings and
also reported other changes in strategies, attitudes, and listening
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proficiency. Students reported that the following achievements:

1. They expanded their knowledge of available listening
materials and discovered which of these materials they
liked:

As to Listening Diary, I have leveled up gradually. Before
I mainly listened to Spoken American English and re-
cently I often watched TV news and movies.

2. They learned new listening strategies and adopted the ones

they found most helpful:
If I compare my April and December Listening Diaries, I
will obviously notice the latter is better than the former,
because in April diary I wrote only impressions after
listening to English, but in December I listened to English
many times to dictate it. I think dictation is one of good
ways to ensure English I listened and remember it.

3. They became aware of what and how they were learning:
In comparing my April and December Listening Diaries,
in AprilIdidn’t know what I must write, so I was writing
about my thinking, forexample, “It is interesting,” or “Not
interesting,” or “that actor is nice,” but in December I was
writing about what I learned new, for example, new
words, expressions, pronounce.

However we may listen long time, it’ll be useless or a waste
of time. So we should listen many times, I think.

4. They improved their ability to evalute their own strengths,

weaknesses, and progress:
In April diaries I heared only words but in December
diaries I could hear almost contents. In April, I often
listened songs as BGM or some stories as BGM. But in
December, I heard carefully. I became to hear with enjoy-
ing. :

5. They set goals and planned appropriate tasks to achieve
them:

My goal’s to achieve is to be conscious to world’s situation
(politics, economics and culture) and to speak my idea
abouteconomics and culture fluently. (Politics sometimes
can be troublesome topic for communication so I should
avoid it.) Speaking English is not the aim but means. I'll
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watch news by satellite broadcasting system, record the
news, write down what the caster says, look up the
dictionary and learn new words.

6. They developed a positive attitude toward learning through
listening:
My approach to listening changed. I became to listen
willingly. When on TV or radio English Conversation,
interview and movie, etc. are broadcasted, I became to
listen carefully their English.

The self-evaluations of the students show that each student
gained something from the training, although the size and type of
gains were different for each. There were attitude changes in which
students began to experience the pleasure of learning from listen-
ing. There was also a great range of cognitive changes with some
students only learning one particular technique while others
improved their ability to assess and manage their own learning.
But what does seem clear is that each student moved in her own
way toward a more conscious understanding of how she could more
effectively learn through listening.

4. Pedagogical Implications

Perhaps the most unexpected result of this project was that it
forced me to reconsider some of my own teaching assumptions and
gave me greater insight into the learning process. Carefully exam-
ining how my good learners learned through listening taught me
how to teach this process. Reflecting on the reasons for the success
of the training project has enabled me, in turn, to see more clearly
why my previous attempts to help students were not successful.

The results of this project have shown the need to be very careful
not to assume that a person is a poor learner because of lack of
ability., intelligence, or motivation. It may be just that the learner
lacks the necessary know-how of learning in that particular area
and needs step-by-step guidance. The results of the training show
the validity and worth of research on the conscious strategies of
good learners because these strategies can provide the detailed
guidance less autonomous learners need. _

The good listening learners chosen for the study were those
students who took an active approach to their own learning. They
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learned through their ears by a conscious use of strategies that they
were able to describe. Of course, each student had an individual
approach and this individualization had significant implications
for the design of the training. The study of learner strategies
(Fujiwara, 1989) showed the great range of strategies from self-
management (Learner Strategies 2 and 8) to small techniques for
figuring out the meaning of a word (Learner Strategy 6). Some of
the good learners used several different strategies with only one
kind of material and activity. Others used a wide variety of both
materials and strategies.

The results of the training showed that the strategies of good
learners can help other learners. There are several reasons for this.
The strategies were concrete techniques the learners could try.
They had been developed by students on the same affective and
cognitive wavelength, so to speak, and thus were much more likely
to be appealing and helpful than those designed by a teacher.
Several students mentioned in their self-evaluations that in April
they hadn’t known what to do. They had to try out the strategies of
the good learners and individually experience different ways of
processing aural input in order to learn what to do.

This project has shown the value of carefully examining the
strategies of good learners to use as a basis for teaching other
students how to learn. Learner training is an effective way of
enabling students to become their own best resources.

This paper is a revision of my Independent Professional Project for
the Master of Arts in Teaching degree from the School for Interna-
tional Training. I wish to thank the faculty and students of the
School for International Training and of Doshisha Women’s Junior
College for the many insights they have given me into the process of
learning and the art of teaching. In particular, I would like to
express my gratitude to Bernard Susser and Claire Stanley for their
helpful suggestions and comments on this paper.

Barbara Fujiwara is a lecturer in the Department of English at
Doshisha Women'’s Junior College. Her interests include learner
training, Suggestopedia, and intercultural communication.
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