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ACADEMIC LISTENING IN FOREIGN
LANGUAGES: LEXICAL PROCESSING OF
SPOKEN TEXTS IN SPECIALITY

Summary. The aim of the present paper is to analyze the perception of recorded spoken
texts in a foreign language by undergraduate students in ESP classes. The study explores
the role of the background knowledge and pragmatic information in recognizing lexical units
in the stream of speech. The paper describes a case study of undergraduate students’
performance in acquiring special vocabulary in ESP classes while listening to a recorded
text in the field of speciality. The two main tasks of the listener in word recognition are the
identification of words and activation of knowledge of the meanings of words. There are two
models of comprehension processes of spoken texts: bottom-up and top-down. Top-down
listening infers the meaning from contextual clues and from making links between the spo-
ken message and various types of the knowledge of the world or the background knowl-
edge. Listening takes place in real time, learners listen and have to comprehend what they
hear immediately. There is no time to go back and review, look up for unknown words, etc.
Consequently, non-native listeners with partial linguistic knowledge are in the situation that
requires them to use their background knowledge in the form of schemata and scripts. The
activation of the background knowledge helps to compensate for the lack of the linguistic
knowledge in a foreign language that is necessary to understand the meaning of lengthy
spoken texts. Language learners have to apply the previous knowledge of the world and
the knowledge of the context trying to infer the meanings of words in the context. Thus in
the educational settings, where a listening activity is partly de-contextualised, pre-listening
activities stimulate students’ knowledge of the world in the form of schemata, and they use
it to infer the meaning of unknown words or words they cannot recognise in the stream of
speech in a foreign language. There are three processes that account for a word in a foreign
language being remembered: noticing, retrieval and generative use (Nation, 2003). “Notic-
ing” means creating the awareness of the word, “retrieval” involves recall of the previously
studied or noticed words, “generating” means a creative use of the word in different tasks.
During the study the undergraduate students of Economics, Latvia University of Agriculture,
participated in vocabulary knowledge tests that checked their knowledge of lexical units ac-
quired incidentally during listening activities, which involved pre-, while- and post-listening
tasks with repeated opportunities to meet the same vocabulary in the process of the listen-
ing activity. The method called the “time series design” was applied in the case study. It can
be represented graphically in the following way: T1 X PT1+PT2, where “T1"” is the pre-test,
“X" is the treatment (the recorded spoken text + exercises), PT1 is the 1t post-test after the
treatment and PT2 is the 2" post-test after another two weeks. The results of Post-test 1
show a noticeable increase in students’ specialised vocabulary knowledge. There is a slight
decrease in the knowledge of the target lexical units in Post-test 2 in comparison with Post-
test 1, but the specialised vocabulary knowledge retained was superior to the knowledge the
students had before listening. Students have to compensate for insufficient phonological,
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lexical and syntactic knowledge of foreign language. The creation of the context and the
activation of the background knowledge in the pre-listening stage helped students to notice
the boundaries of the unknown words of the specialised vocabulary in the stream of speech,
guess their meaning and later retrieve them. Consequently, in the educational environment,
it is very important to pay attention to 1) activating the background knowledge of students,
2) giving information about the context of situation, 3) providing students with repeated
opportunities to meet the same lexical units during the listening session to enhance the
comprehension process of the spoken text in a foreign language.

Keywords: academic listening, ESP, lexical segmentation, background knowledge, context

Santrauka. Straipsnyje pateikiamo tyrimo tikslas - iSanalizuoti pirmosios pakopos studenty,
besimokanciy specialiosios paskirties angly kalbos (ESP), klausomuy jrasy suvokimo gebéji-
mus. Siekiama iSnagrinéti bendro pobidzio ziniy bei pragmatinés informacijos jtaka leksiniy
vienety atpazinimui klausomame tekste. Pristatoma pirmosios pakopos studenty angly kalbos
specialybés Zodyno plétojimo, klausantis specialybés tematikos jrasy, analizé. Zodzio atpa-
zinimo procese besimokantysis atlieka dvi pagrindines uZduotis: Zodziy identifikavimo bei
zodziy reikSmiy aktyvavimo. Egzistuoja du sakytinio teksto suvokimo modeliai: nuo detalios
informacijos pereinant prie bendrojo pobldZio informacijos (bottom-up) arba nuo bendrojo
pobidzio informacijos prie detaliosios (top-down). Taikant top-down klausymo modelj, reiks-
meé suvokiama i$ bendro konteksto, jungiant iSgirstg mintj su jvairaus pobidzio bendrojo
iSprusimo ziniomis ir suvokimu. Klausymo suvokimas vyksta klausymo metu, besimokantieji
turi iSgirsti ir tuo paciu metu suvokti tai, ko klausomasi. Néra galimybés grizti ir pasitikrinti
arba issiaiskinti nezinomus Zodzius. Dél Sios priezasties, besimokantiesiems, turintiems ribotg,
lingvistine uZsienio kalbos kompetencijg, bitina taikyti turimas bendro pobidzio Zinias per
jvairias schemas bei scenarijus. Bendro pobiidzio ziniy taikymas kompensuoja uzsienio kalbos
lingvistinés kompetencijos, reikalingos ilgy klausomy teksty suvokimui, stoka. Besimokantieji
taiko anksciau jgytas bendrasias zinias apie konkrety kontekstg, siekdami i$ konteksto iSsi-
aiskinti zodziy reikSmes. Akademiniame kontekste, kur klausymasis yra i$ dalies dekonteks-
tualizuotas, parengiamosios veiklos stimuliuoja besimokanciyjy bendro pobidzio Zinias per
jvairias schemas, kurias jie naudoja iSsiaiskinti neZinomy bei neatpazjstamy Zodziy reikSmes.
Trys procesai uztikrina uzsienio kalbos ZodZio jsiminima: pastebéjimas (noticing), atklrimas
(retrieval) bei klrybinis vartojimas (generative use) (Nation, 2003). Pirmasis procesas reiskia
supratimo apie zodj jgijima, antrasis yra susijes su anksciau iSmokty zodZziy prisiminimu, tre-
Ciasis reiskia kiirybinj ZodZio vartojima jvairiose uzduotyse. Tyrimo metu Latvijos Zzemés Gkio
universiteto pirmosios pakopos ekonomikos studentai atliko Zodyno plétojimo testus, kuriuose
buvo vertinamos leksiniy vienety, Zinios, atsitiktinai jgytos, atliekant klausymo veiklas su pa-
rengiamosiomis, klausymo bei po klausymo vykdomomis uzduotimis, kurios suteikia galimybe
pakartotinai iSgirsti tuos pacius Zodzius. Taikytas time series design metodas pagal formule
T1 X PT1+PT2, kurioje “T1” reiSkia parengiamajj testa, “X” atlikima, (jrasytajj sakytinj tekstg
bei pratimus), PT1 pirmajj testg po atlikimo, PT2 antragjj testg praéjus dviems savaitéms. PT1
rezultatai rodo Zzenkly studenty specialiojo Zodyno Ziniy pageréjima. Lyginant su PT1 rezulta-
tais, PT2 rezultatai rodo nezymy mokomy leksiniy vienety ziniy pablogéjima, taciau studenty
igytos specialiojo Zodyno zinios buvo geresnés nei pries klausymo veiklas. Studentams tenka
kompensuoti nepakankamas uzsienio kalbos fonetikos, leksikos bei sintaksés zinias. Konteksto
kdrimas bei bendro pobidzio Ziniy aktyvavimas parengiamojoje klausymo fazéje padeda stu-
dentams atpazinti neZinomy specialiyjy Zodziy ribas klausomame tekste, atspéti jy reikSmes ir
véliau juos prisiminti. Galima daryti iSvada, kad akademiniame kontekste svarbu: 1) aktyvuoti
studenty bendro poblidZio Zinias, 2) suteikti informacijos apie situacijos konteksta, 3) sudaryti
studentams salygas pakartotinai sutikti tuos pacius leksinius vienetus klausymo veiklose tam,
kad bty pagerinamas teksty, klausomy uZzsienio kalba, suvokimo procesas.

Pagrindinés savokos: akademinis klausymas, specialiosios paskirties angly kalba (ESP),
leksiné segmentacija, bendro pobidzio zinios, kontekstas.
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Pestome. Llenb AaHHOM CTaTbW — NpoaHanmn3npoBaTb BOCNPUATUE CTYAEHTaMW YCTHbIX TeKC-
TOB 3aMMCaHHbIX HA MHOCTPaHHOM 53blKe BO BpeMS NMpoOXoXAeHus crieukypca. Nccneposanuve
BbISICHAET POJib S3bIKOBOW MOArOTOBKM M MparMatuyeckon nHdopmauum B pacrno3HaBaHUu
NeKCUYecKmnX eauHuL, B NOTOKe pedn. B ctaTbe onmcbiBaeTcs aKCnepuMeHTanbHoe nccneno-
BaHWe 3(MEKTUBHOCTN OCBOEHMUS CTyAEHTaMu cneuvasnbHOW TEPMUHOMOIMMM BO BPEMS Mpo-
CNyLWMBaHUSA ayamo3annuce ¢ TeKCTamMy Mo CneunanbHOCTWU. [lBa OCHOBHbIX 3adaHus Ans
CNyLlialroLero — 3To pacrno3HaBaHWe CoB M aKTUBaUWS 3HaHWUS UX 3HavyeHuin. CyLuecTByloT
ABEe MOAEeNM MpoLeccoB BOCMPUATUSA YCTHbIX TEKCTOB: AeAYKTUBHbIA U UHAYKTUBHbBIA. UH-
AYKTMBHOE ayAupoBaHue noApasyMeBaeT BblAeNeNHME CMbIC/a M3 KOHTEKCTOBbIX MOACKa-
30K W NpOBEAEHUS aHanorm Mexay YC/blaHHbIM TEKCTOM U Pas3fANYHbIMU TUNAMU 3HAHUI
dopMupytownx 6asy 3HaHui ctygeHta. COOTBETCTBEHHO, HE HOCUTENN A3blKa C YaCTUYHbLIMK
JMHTBUCTUYECKUMWN 3HAHUSAMW HAXOASTCS B CUTyaumn, Kotopas TpebyeT nCnonb30BaHms yxe
MMEWLNXCA 3HaHWI B PopMe CXeM K cueHapueB. AKTMBaLMS (POHOBBLIX 3HaHWI MoMoraeTt
KOMMNEHCMpoBaTb HEAOCTAaTOK JIMHIBUCTUYECKNX 3HAHWIA MHCTPAHHOIO A3blKka, KOTOPble HeO6-
XOAWMbI ANs BOCrpuaTnsa 6onbwinx o6bEMOB YCTHON MHdOpMaumn. AyamposaHue npon3Bo-
OVTCSA B peXUMe peanbHOro BpeMeHU, CTYAEHTbI AO/KHbBI MPOCNYLWaTbh U Cpa3y MNOHATb YCibl-
WwaHHoe. Bpems, uTo6bl BEPHYTLCS M MEPECMOTPETbL CAENAHHOE, @ TaK Xe YTOYHUTb 3HaYEHUS
HEe3HaKOMbIX C/10B, He NpefycMOTpeHo. Takum ob6pa3oM, UM Heo6X0AMMO MCMOb30BaTb Yxe
nmeoLytcs 6asy 3HaHWM M 3HAHME KOHTeKCTa, YTO6bl onpeaennTb 3HaYeHUs CI0B B KOH-
TekcTte. COOTBETCTBEHHO, B 06pa3oBaTeNlbHOM KOHTEKCTE, rAe ayAuMpOBaHME YacTUYHO Ae-
KOHTEKCTYanun3npyeTcs, npeaBapuTeNbHble YNpaxXHeHUs CTUMYNMPYIOT obwmne 3HaHus CTy-
AEHTOB B CXeMaTu4eckon popMe, 1 OHM UCMOSb3YIOTCA AMS BblAENEHNS CMbIC/1a HE3HAKOMbIX
WY TPYAHbIX AN BOCMPUSATUS CNOB B MOTOKE MHOCTPaHHOM peun. CyLecTBYOT TPy npouec-
Ca, OTBEYaKLMX 3a 3aNnOMUHaHNe C/I0B Ha MHOCTPAHHOM f13blKe BO BPEMS MPOCAYLUMBAHUS:
BblAeneHne, Bo3BpalleHue n BocrpomsseaeHume. (Nation, 2003). «BblaeneHne» oco3HavaeT
OCO3HaHWA WM MOHUMAHWA C/I0B B MOTOKE peyn, «BO3BpalleHue» rnofpa3yMeBaeT Bbi30B
B MaMATW paHee M3yYEeHHbIX WKW YNOMAHYTbIX C/I0B, «BOCMPOMU3BEAEeHNe» - NpoAyKTUBHOE
MNCMO/Ib30BaHWE C/I0B B Pa3/iMyHbIX ynpaxHeHusax. Bo BpeMsa nccnenosaHus CTyAeHTbl KO-
HOMWKM J1aTBMIACKOrO CebCKOXO3ANCTBEHHOIO YHUBEPCTUETA NPUHUMANM y4acTme B TecTax
Ha 3HaHWe NeKCUKKN, KOTopble MPOBEPAIN UX 3HAHUSA CMOB, CIyYaHO U3YyYeHHbIX BO BpeMS
NpOCNyLNBaHUA ayAno3anucen C 3a4aHnaMN Ha BCEX CTaauax ayampoBaHus. Bce 3apaHus
noapasymeBasiv NOBTOPEHWUE ONpeAeSieHHbIX IeKCUYEeCKUX eAnHUL, Ha KaxaoM aTane. B akc-
nepumMeHTe 6bI1 UCnonb3oBaH MeTos “time series design”. Mpadmyeckn AaHHas cxeMa MoXeT
BbIFNAAETb cneaytowmm obpasom: T1 X PT1+PT26 roe T1 - npeaBapuTenbHbIn TecT, X —
TEKCT AN ayANpOBaHUA 1 3adaHns K HeMmy, PT1 — nepBbIn TECT N0 OKOHYaHWUM NMpOCAyLInBa-
HUS, 1 T2 NOBTOPHbIN TECT Yepe3 2 HeJenu nocne npeablaylero. PesynbtaTel NEPBOro Tecta
PT1 no oKoHYaHUM MpoCayLIMBaAHMA NOKa3bliBalOT 3HAYMMOE pacLUMpeHne ClI0BapHOro 3ana-
ca No CneuuanbHOCTM y CTyaeHToB. Mo cpaBHeHUIO C pe3ynbTaTaMum nepsoro tecta PT1, B
NOBTOPHOM TecTe PT2 HabnoaaeTcs HebonbllOe YMEHbLUEHNE 3HAHUS NIEKCUYECKNX eAnHUL,
HO 3HaHWe cneunann3npoBaHHON NEKCMKM BCE Xe ocTaeTcst Ha 6onee BbICOKOM YPOBHE, YeM
A0 npouecca ayamposaHus. CTyaeHTaM HeobxoANMMO KOMMNEHCUpoBaTb HedocTaowme hoHo-
NIOrMyeckmne, IeKCMYeCcKme N CMHTaKCMYeckne 3HaHUa B MHOCTPaHHOM A3blke BO BPEMS Mpo-
CNylWMBaHNA ayamo3anucen ¢ Tekctamu no cneunanbHocTn. Co3gaHne KOHTeKCTa Ha CTagmm
npeanpoCcnyLWmBaHUs, akTueaums MOHOBbIX 3HAHUIN MOMOMNM CTyAeHTaM OTMeYaTb FpaHuLbl
C/I0B B MOTOKE peyun BO BpeMsi NpOoC/yLMBaHWNSA, pacno3HaTb C/I0B U aKTUBU3NPOBATb 3HaHUSA
MX 3HayeHur. COOTBETCTBEHHO, B Y4ebHOW cpeae cneayeT yaenstb ocoboe BHMMaHue cne-
OYyOWMM MOMeHTaM: 1) akTueaums a3blIKOBOro pOHa CTyAeHTOB; 2) npeaocTtaBaeHne nHoop-
Mauum 0 CUTYaTUBHOM KOHTEKCTe; 3) npeaocTaBiieHne CTyAeHTaM BO3MOXHOCTM NOBTOPEHUS
NIeKCUYeCcKMX efMHUL, B paMKax OAHOW ayAMOCeCCUMM C LeNblo MOBbICUTb UX YCBanBaeMOoCTb
Ha MHOCTPaHHOM fi3blKe.

OCHOBHbIE NMOHATUA: AKageMUyYecKne CnyLlaHus, aHrMUIACKUIA ANs creuuanbHbiX Lenemn,
Nlekcuyeckme cerMeHTaumm, oHOBbIE 3HAHUS, KOHTEKCT.
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Introduction

The aim of the present paper is to analyze the perception of the texts in foreign
language focusing on lexical units of the specialised vocabulary, namely, terms
of economics. The study focuses on the role of the background knowledge and
context in recognising lexical items in the stream of speech. The paper describes
the results of a small-scale study carried out among the 15t and 2" year under-
graduate students at the Faculty of Economics, Latvia University of Agriculture, to
examine how ESP learners perceive spoken recorded texts of their speciality field.
The study was an attempt to determine if listeners succeed in recognising word
boundaries and guess the meaning of unknown terms when applying top-down
processing of the speech recorded for educational purposes. The object of the
research is the perception (noticing, retrieval, generating) of lexical units by stu-
dents in the listening process with additional pre-listening treatment. A research
method of the case study is applied.

Literature Review

Listening comprehension in foreign language is a complex, active process in which
the listener must discriminate between sounds, understand vocabulary and gram-
matical structures, interpret stress and intonation, retain and process all the in-
formation and interpret it within the specific and broader socio-cultural context of
the utterance. Listeners may have different purposes and conditions in different
situations, and these differences of the purpose of communication may affect the
perception of speech. Listening comprehension, where listeners are unable to in-
teract with the speaker, as in the case of listening to an audio recording, is typical
of educational settings and demands researchers’ attention.

Recognition of words or lexical segmentation is the grounds of the compre-
hension of fluent speech. One of the indicators of the word recognition is marking
word boundaries. In spoken texts, words are not separated by pauses the same
way as words are separated by white spaces in written texts. The pauses in natu-
ral speech occur in every 12 syllables, meaning that, unlike readers, listeners
do not have regular indications of where words begin and end. The lexical stress
often fulfils the role of showing word boundaries. Lexical segmentation for non-
native listeners can be hampered by the following features (Brown, 1977, Field,
2003; Rost, 2002; Ozola, 2007): 1) the lack of between-word pauses; 2) the pho-
nological modification of words when they occur in connected speech (reduction,
assimilation, elision); 3) the rhythm pattern of rapid, connected speech; 4) limited
knowledge of word meanings.

For successful comprehension learners need 95 % coverage of vocabulary
that means one unknown word in every 20 running words (Nation, 2003). How-
ever, even this number of unknown words could cause difficulties to language
learners. The density of known words against unknown words in the text should
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be: 1 in 50 words (98 %). Rost (2002) considers that lexical segmentation is
performed in the following way: learners use such clues as the first sounds of the
word and the word stress, the speech is processed word by word retrospectively,
i.e., holding unrecognised words in the phonological loop while subsequent cues
are processed or the analysis of its acoustic structure eliminates all candidates but
one in the given context. In addition, the listeners can compensate for the words,
the meaning of which they do not know, by guessing from the context by means
of lexical inferencing.

The listener recognises word boundaries by identifying lexical items and ac-
tivating knowledge of their meanings. As a normal speaking rate has about eight
words per every two-to-three second run of speech, word recognition must occur
very quickly in the listening process (Brazil, 1995). There are three processes that
account for a word in a foreign language being remembered: noticing, retrieval
and generative use (Nation, 2003). “Noticing” means creating the awareness of
the word, “retrieval” involves recall of the previously studied or noticed words;
“generating” means a creative use of the word in different tasks.

Language skills are categorised as receptive or productive. Listening along
with reading is a receptive skill requiring a person to receive and understand
the incoming information or input, therefore language learners can listen to and
understand texts at a higher level than they can produce. In the last two dec-
ades foreign language listening comprehension researchers (Anderson & Lynch,
1991; Celce-Murcia, 2005; Cook, 1990; Field, 1999; Hedge, 2000; Ozola, 1999;
Richards, 1990; Rost, 2002) have mentioned two models of comprehension proc-
esses: bottom-up and top-down. The metaphors “top” and “bottom” are used to
depict the stages through which listening proceeds. In listening, the lowest level,
the bottom, refers to a phonetic feature. In bottom-up processing the listeners’
lexical and grammatical competence in a foreign language provides the basis for
working out the meaning. At the “top”, there is a general meaning of the spoken
text into which new information is integrated, as it proceeds. Listeners use the
background knowledge of the topic to understand the meaning of speech trying to
compensate for the insufficient linguistic knowledge of the foreign language. Top-
down comprehension strategies involve the knowledge called the previous knowl-
edge or the knowledge of the world. Richards suggests that knowledge may take
several forms: it may be previous knowledge about the topic, it may be situational
or contextual knowledge, or it may be knowledge stored in the long-term memory
in the form of schemata and scripts (Richards, 1990, p. 51). Top-down listening
infers the meaning from contextual clues and from making links between the spo-
ken message and various types of the knowledge of the world or the background
knowledge. Consequently, non-native listeners with partial linguistic knowledge
are in the situation that requires them to use their background knowledge in the
form of schemata and scripts. The activation of the background knowledge helps
to compensate for the lack of the linguistic knowledge in a foreign language that is
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necessary to understand the meaning of lengthy spoken texts. Thus in the educa-
tional settings, pre-listening activities stimulate students’ knowledge of the world
in the form of schemata, and they use it to infer the meaning of unknown words
or words they cannot iserecognise in the stream of speech in a foreign language.

The knowledge of the situational context, i.e., the knowledge of speakers, the
setting, the topic, the purpose of the spoken text and the knowledge of what has
been said earlier suggest the contextual clues to the meaning of the spoken text.
The situational context has various features (Brown & Yule, 1992; Mey, 1998; Hal-
liday, 1989; Verdonk, 2002; Cutting, 2002): 1) the characteristics of the speaker
and the listener as the participants of the speech event (age, sex, education, oc-
cupation, nationality); 2) the physical and temporary setting; 3) the genre; 4) the
topic of the spoken discourse; 5) mutual knowledge and beliefs, emotions, abili-
ties and assumptions of the participants (the speaker and listener); 6) co-text; 7)
knowledge of the world; 8) cultural context; 9) intertextuality.

As regards the educational settings, a listening activity is partly de-contex-
tualised since foreign language learners as the participants have the role of an
auditor or overhearer; the listeners are informed about the genre and topic of the
discourse in the task conditions but they are not aware of the place and time of
the speech event, therefore the listeners are supposed to work them out while
listening to the discourse or after the event. The speaker and the listeners do not
have mutual knowledge and culture knowledge as they are strangers representing
two different cultures. On the other hand, the co-text limits the range of possible
interpretations, and the listeners can use the knowledge from the associations
with similar audio/video programmes.

Many expressions are linguistically ambiguous, thus often resulting in vari-
ous misunderstandings. The listener must determine which one of the possible
meanings of a lexical item is the one that the speaker intends in the specific oc-
casion. To overcome ambiguity, the listener presumes the speaker’s remarks to
be contextually appropriate. Linguistic communication works because the speaker
and the listener share a system of inferential strategies leading the listener to is-
erecognise the speaker’s communicative intention. Participants in any interaction
pay attention only to information which seems relevant to them as regards their
purpose or needs.

Research methods and materials

The study investigates the perception (noticing, retrieval, generating) of the lexi-
cal units of specialised by undergraduate students of Economics during listening
sessions with additional pre-listening treatment.

The case study has been used as a research method. A method called the
“time series design” suggested by Hatch and Farhady (1982, p. 25) was applied as
well. It can be represented graphically in the following way T1 + X (Pre-listening +
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Audio recording + Tasks) PT1+PT2, where “T1" is the pre-test, "X” is the treat-
ment carried out in the classroom, PT1 is the 1 post-test after the treatment and
PT2 is the 2M post-test after another two weeks. After the pre-test (in this case,
two weeks) the treatment (the listening session) was implemented and it was fol-
lowed by the 1st post test (further: Post-test 1). After a certain period of time (two
weeks) the 2™ post test (further: Post-test 2) was carried out to see the effective-
ness/ineffectiveness of the applied treatment.

Participants. Seventy 1t and 2" year undergraduate students of Economics,
Latvia University of Agriculture, who learned English for Specific Purposes, partici-
pated in the case study. The age range was from 19 to 20. The English language
was their foreign language, the level - intermediate.

Characteristics of the text. The title of the text was “UK Culture - What's a
University Education Worth?” in the form of the podcast file (www.britishcouncil.
org/learnenglish), the theme of it was related to the financial aspects of study-
ing at a university in the UK. The audio recording was selected according to the
following criteria: a monologue, “information report” text type, up-to-date infor-
mation. The text contained 590 words, including many terms of economics. The
spoken text was categorised by the author as planned, non-collaborative, scripted
monologue (no marked pauses, backchanneling, hesitations, repetitions, elliptical
sentences). Sixteen target lexical units from the field of economics were selected
after the pilot testing from the audio transcript for the analysis.

The preparation and the implementation of the case study as well as the cal-
culation of the results required several stages. They were the following:

Stage 1. Seventy (n=70) undergraduate students of Economics (Latvia Uni-
versity of Agriculture) of 4 different groups were chosen to take part in the case
study.

Stage 2. The audio recording “UK Culture — What's a university education
worth?” in the form of a podcast (length: 3 minutes, 19 seconds) from the British
Council website www.britishcouncil.org/learnenglish appropriate for the students’
proficiency level was selected.

Stage 3. The pre-, while- and post- listening tasks were designed by the au-
thor for the audio recording to include additional information about the situational
context. In addition, the tasks connected with the audio material were meant to
draw the students’ attention to the target lexical units from the field of econom-
ics.

Stage 4. 24 terms of economics were selected for the pilot-testing that was
carried out with another group of students who did not participate in the case
study. The aim was to identify which words are unknown to the students. After-
wards 16 lexical units were chosen which had the least level of familiarity among
the pilot-test students.

Stage 5. The case study consisted of three phases (see Table 1).

Stage 6. Statistical data from the tests were analysed and summarised.
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Table 1.
Phases of the case study

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3
Two weeks before the actual pro- |Two weeks later the students were Two weeks
cedure, the participants were giv- |exposed to an audio recording. After |later the
en a test to check their knowledge | the completion of the actual listen- participants
of the sixteen selected terms. The |ing session (the pre-listening tasks, |were asked to
students did not see the written the listening session, and the post- do Post-test 2

form of the terms, they had to listening discussion), the participants | (the same 16
listen, write down the words and | were asked to do the Post-test 1 (the |terms).
give the translation. same 16 terms as two weeks ago).

Results and Discussion

The pre-test was done two weeks before the actual listening session to check how
many of the 16 selected terms the students already knew. Fig.1 shows two graphs
where numbers on the horizontal axis denote the selected sixteen terms of eco-
nomics, one number for each term. They reflect the results of the tests of the lexi-
cal units (checking the participants’ knowledge of the 16 selected terms) carried
out three times during the study. The pre-test was implemented two weeks before
the actual listening session. The graph of the pre-test represents the number of
lexical units the participants in average knew before the listening session. Thus
the participants knew on average 17.3 % of all the selected lexical units. Two
weeks later, the same seventy (n=70) students were exposed to the treatment
with the pre-listening tasks, the audio recording and the post-listening tasks after
which the students were given Post-test 1. The results of Post-test 1 show (Figure
1) a noticeable increase in students’ specialised vocabulary knowledge in compari-
son with the pre-test. The majority knew on average 47.6 % of the selected lexical
units. It should be noted that various tasks did not involve the translation of the
terms in the native language of the participants.
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40 -
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20 -
10 1

0 T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
12 3 45 6 7 8 91011121314 1516

Number of familiar lexical units of
specialized vocabulary

Pre-test
Post-test 1

Number of students

Fig. 1. Results of Pre-test and Post-test 1.
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Two weeks after the treatment and collecting of the data, the students were
asked to do the same test (Post-test 2) once again. Its aim was to find out if the
applied treatment with the listening session and tasks has been effective in re-
trieval of the target lexical units after a longer period of time. The statistical data
acquired from Post-test 2 show the number of lexical units the students remem-
bered after two weeks. Accordingly, the participants knew on average 42.7 % of
all of the selected 16 lexical units, even though some of the terms were known by
almost 60 students (e.g., poverty), but some terms were known only by as many
as 10 students (e.q., credit crunch).

All the results of Pre-test, Post-test 1 and Post-test 2 are compared in
Figure 2. The results of both tests: Post-test 1 and Post-test 2 are obviously bet-
ter than the results of Pre-test. The results of Post-test 2 are lower than the ones
of Post-test 1; however, such results were foreseeable as the students’ memory
cannot keep all of the lexical units for two weeks. Students may remember terms
for a short period of time but later meet with difficulties in retrieving them from
the long-term memory. If the link that has been created in memory between the
word heard in the spoken text and its lexical representation, but the mental image
of it is not strong enough, the student will most likely fail to remember it. During
all of the phases of the case study the students were exposed to the target lexi-
cal units at least five times (Pre-test + pre-listening tasks + an audio recording +
post-listening tasks + Post-testl + Post-test 2).

~
o
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Post-test 1
Post-test 2

Number of students

= N W b O O
o O O O O o o
A L 4 L 4 L

............. R T L e

12345678 910111213141516

Number of familiar lexical units of
specialized vocabulary

Figure 2. Comparison of Pre-, Post-test 1 and Post-test 2 results.
Language learners have to compensate for insufficient phonological, lexical and

syntactic knowledge of a foreign language. Listening happens in real time, learners
listen and have to comprehend what they hear immediately. There is no time to go
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back and review, look up for unknown words, etc. Thus they have to apply the pre-
vious knowledge of the world and the knowledge of the context trying to infer the
meanings of words in the context. In this case pre-listening activities were aimed
at creating the situational context and activating the background knowledge. The
findings of the case-study prove the significance of different levels of knowledge in
the perception of spoken texts. In applying this prior knowledge about the world,
people and events to a particular situation, comprehension proceeds from top down
if the knowledge is activated in the pre-listening stage. When listening, students
confirm their expectations. Students get a better chance to notice the boundaries of
lexical units and guess their meaning in the flow of speech in a foreign language.

Conclusions

The findings of the present study show that the activation of the background
knowledge of the listeners and added information about the situational context in
the pre-listening stage facilitate the processing of the spoken text in a foreign lan-
guage, assisting in recognising word boundaries in the fluent speech and inferring
the meaning of lexical items of specialised vocabulary from the context.

The results of Post-test 1 show a noticeable increase in students’ specialised
vocabulary knowledge. There is a slight decrease in the knowledge of the target
lexical units in Post-test 2 in comparison with Post-test 1, but the specialised
vocabulary knowledge retained was superior to the knowledge the students had
before listening.

The present research points to the implications that the pre-listening stage is
an important part of the listening session in educational settings. Learners need
pre-listening activities that prepare them for the listening task. In the learning
process it is very important to pay atttention to: 1) activation of the background
knowledge; 2) provision of information about the situational context; 3) design of
vocabulary exercises that practice lexical units and terms included in spoken texts.
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