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Ausra STEPANOVIENE

BARRIERS TO ACADEMIC LISTENING:
RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES

Summary. The study explores perceived difficulties related to the legal English listening
comprehension of the respondents. It investigates the differences related to listening com-
prehension between high-ability and low-ability listeners. The subjects in this study were
118 undergraduate law and police activity students learning in the Faculty of Public Security.
The findings of the study indicated that the most difficult obstacle to listening comprehen-
sion was the lack of knowledge of legal English vocabulary. The least difficult factor was
sequencing of information in a legal text. Some solutions are proposed to the problems. The
significance of the study lies in its contribution to curriculum building. The paper formulates
some implications for further research.

Keywords: language proficiency, listening comprehension, skills, abilities, listener.

Santrauka. Vienas i$ pagrindiniy uzsienio kalbos mokymo reikalavimy nekalbinéje auksto-
joje mokykloje yra gebéjimy suprasti originaligjq specialybés literatirg klausant ugdymas.
Klausymas ir supratimas i$ klausos yra vienas svarbiausiy kalbos mokymo(si) tiksly. Be
Siy jghdZiy ir gebé&jimy lavinimo nejmanoma sékmingai bendrauti. Straipsnyje analizuojami
sunkumai, susije su specialybés angly kalbos teksto suvokimu klausant. Tyrime dalyvavo
118 Mykolo Romerio universiteto VieSojo saugumo fakulteto teisés ir policijos veiklos studijy,
programos treciojo kurso studenty. Straipsnyje lyginami aukstesnius ir Zemesnius klausymo
gebéjimus turindiy studenty teksto suvokimo ypatumai. Remiantis tyrimo rezultatais galima
padaryti iSvada, kad, klausantis teisinio teksto, aukstesnius klausymo gebéjimus turintiems
studentams buvo sunkiausia sekti profesinio teksto mintj. Zemesnius klausymo gebéjimus
turintiems studentams buvo sunku suprasti teisés terminy reikSme. Tyrimo rezultaty analizé
leido padaryti iSvadq, kad pratyby metu reikia daugiau démesio skirti teisés terminijos anali-
zei ir bitina tobulinti sakytinio specialybés teksto suvokimo gebéjimus, dazniau klausantis
teisés teksty pratyby metu ir savarankiskai namuose.

Pagrindinés saqvokos: kalbos mokéjimas, klausymas ir supratimas, jgldziai, gebéjimai,
klausytojas.

Introduction

Listening is one of the most basic areas of communication skills and language
development. In the classroom, students have to listen carefully and attentively
to lectures and class discussions in order to understand and retain the infor-
mation for later recall. Listening is not only the first of the language arts skills
developed, it is also the skill most frequently used in both the classroom and
daily life. Clearly, much of the educational process is based on skills in listening.
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Students have to spend most of the time listening to what the teacher says,
for instance, giving lectures. In a language classroom, listening ability plays a
significant role in the development of other language arts skills. Listening can
also help students build vocabulary, develop language proficiency, and improve
language usage (Barker, 1971, p. 35). Students’ ability to comprehend written
material through reading as well as to express themselves through speaking and
written communication are directly related to students’ maturity in the listen-
ing phase of language development (Cayer et al, 1971, p. 115). Dunkel (1986,
p. 47) asserts that developing proficiency in listening comprehension is the key
to achieving proficiency in speaking. Not only are listening skills the basis for the
development of all other skills, they are one of the main channels through which
students make initial contact with the target language and its culture (Curtain
et al. 1988, p. 89).

Skills of listening have been neglected in terms of research and shifted to
a secondary position (Kavaliauskiene, 2008, p. 1). The researchers and teach-
ers tended to do more research into reading, writing and speaking rather than
listening. They often considered that listening was something which could be
picked up easily and saw little need for developing a specific research agenda
or approaches to teaching listening. As a result, listening remains very under-
researched. It is a surprising fact considering that it is the skill most often used
in everyday life. According to Miller (2003, p. 61), more than forty percent of
our daily communication is spent on listening, thirty-five percent on speaking,
about sixteen percent on reading, and only nine percent on writing. Yet listening
remains one of the least understood processes in language learning despite the
recognition of the critical role it plays both in communication and in language
acquisition (Morley, 1991).

A review of previous research regarding four language learning skills used by
EFL students indicates that a skill that is considered weak is listening. This claim
is in agreement with some research studies (Kavaliauskiene (2008, p. 6), Alam
(2009, p. 19), Abedin (2010, p. 69), Velicka (2007, p. 18)) which show that most
students have a problem in EFL listening comprehension.

One way to help students develop their listening comprehension is to help
them realise their listening problems or difficulties. The purposes of the study are
to investigate the perceived difficulties related to listening comprehension of the
subjects and to explore differences related to listening comprehension between
high-ability and low-ability listeners. The research methods include 1) the analysis
of scientific literature, 2) a listening comprehension test, 3) a questionnaire, and
4) a semi-structured interview.

Research object: the problems that university students encounter in listening
comprehension.
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Literature Review

Listening comprehension is a complex, covert process. Lynch (2010, p. 76) men-
tions that there are four main factors that affect the ESP listening process:

1) The listener. The listener may tune out topics that are not of interest. A lis-
tener who is an active participant in a conversation has more background
knowledge to facilitate understanding of the topic than a listener who is
eavesdropping on a conversation.

2) The speaker. The extent to which the speaker uses colloquial language and
reduced forms impacts comprehension. A speaker’s rate of delivery and
many hesitations may make it difficult for a listener to follow.

3) The content of the message. Content that is familiar is easier to under-
stand than content with unfamiliar vocabulary or for which the listener has
insufficient background knowledge.

4) Visual support. Visual supports such as video, pictures, diagrams, ges-
tures, facial expression, and body language can increase comprehension
of the listener.

In his study Itkonen (2010, p. 5) defines eight characteristics of a listening

text which make the listening process difficult:
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1) Clustering. Due to memory limitations and predisposition for chunking or
clustering, listeners break down speech into smaller groups of words. Stu-
dents have to pick out manageable clusters of words.

2) Redundancy. In real life situations, speakers often use sufficient redun-
dancy which could help listeners to process meaning easier.

3) Reduced forms. Spoken language also has many reduced forms. These can
be phonological, morphological, syntactic, or pragmatic.

4) Performance variables. The distracting performance variables such as hes-
itations, false starts, pauses, and corrections of L2 may cause difficulties.
Listeners should train themselves to listen for meaning in the middle of all
these distracting performance variables.

5) Colloquial language. Listeners may find it difficult to deal with colloquial
language such as idioms, reduced forms, and shared cultural knowledge.
The extent to which speakers use these language forms impacts compre-
hension.

6) Rate of delivery. Most listeners perceive that native speakers speak too
fast for them and this makes it difficult for L2 listeners to follow (Butt,
2010, p. 312).

7) Stress, rhythm and intonation. The prosodic features of L2 may cause dif-
ficulties. If listeners feel familiar with these prosodic features, they may
have less difficulty in L2 listening.

8) Interaction. It plays a major role in listening comprehension. If listeners
cannot communicate with speakers, they cannot elicit more information
from them.
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From the study of Lynch (2009, p. 48), obstacles to listening comprehension
can be separated into person knowledge and task knowledge. The obstacles of
person knowledge are: (1) limited academic terms; (2) phonological modifica-
tions; (3) particular types of accent; (4) types of input with an unfamiliar struc-
ture; (5) inefficient memory; and (6) fast speech. The factors of task knowledge
are: (1) phonological modifications; (2) unfamiliar vocabulary; (3) different varie-
ties and local accents; (4) speech rate; (5) types of input; (6) interest in topic and
purpose of listening; (7) existing knowledge and experience; (8) physical factors;
(9) emotional states; and (10) length and structure of sentences.

Most factors that cause difficulties are similar. The main problems are from:
(1) the listener, which are related to interest in topic and prior knowledge, and
(2) the text type, which are related to speech rate and content of the listening
text.

In developing the research tools for this study, the researcher adopted from
the above mentioned studies of authors the following obstacles influencing English
listening comprehension: visual support, information organization, familiarity of
topic, explicitness of information, types of input, clustering, redundancy, reduced
forms, rate of delivery, stress, rhythm, interaction, and unfamiliar vocabulary.

Methodology and Data Collection

The subjects in this study were 118 undergraduate law and police activity stu-
dents enrolled in the faculty of Public Security at Mykolas Romeris University. The
respondents were selected based on their scores on a listening comprehension
test and were randomly assigned to two groups: (1) high ability listeners who ob-
tained 80 percent or more in the listening comprehension test and (2) low ability
students who obtained less than 60 percent in the listening comprehension test.
The purpose of the division was to compare the different difficulties in listening
comprehension related to high and low ability listeners.

Two research instruments, a questionnaire and a semi-structured interview
were used. The researcher distributed questionnaires to more than 120 students
and 118 completed questionnaires were returned. Each student spent around ten
minutes to complete the questionnaire. In addition eight students were randomly
selected for an interview. Interviews were carried out on the same day. Research
data were statistically analysed, identifying standard deviation and mean scores
of the answers to the research questions.

Findings

Research Question 1: What difficulties related to listening comprehension do uni-
versity students perceive?

Judging from the student answers, students perceive they have a moderate
level of difficulty in understanding legal English texts. The participants agreed
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with the following statements: (1) legal English collocations is a major obstruc-
tion to understanding; (2) they can understand what they listen to if they are
familiar with that topic; (3) they can understand what they hear if information is
made explicit; (4) the topic being spoken about is one factor that affects listening
comprehension; (5) redundancy in texts helps them to comprehend; (6) rate of
delivery affects listening comprehension; (7) anxiety and stress are the factors
that the respondents face with when they listen to legal English texts; (8) rhythm
affects listening comprehension; (9) interaction with the speaker makes compre-
hension easier; (10) anxiety is one factor that respondents feel when they listen
to English texts.

Difficulties related to listening comprehension were categorised into 10 items
which were elicited from the students’ responses to open-ended questions before-
hand. Each student was asked to rank 10 most important items.

Table 1
Factors influencing listening comprehension
Rank Category Mean (SD)
1 Rate of delivery 4.42 (0.69)
2 Phonological reduction 4.21 (0.91)
3 Vocabulary 4.15 (0.97)
4 Syntactic reduction 4.06 (1.08)
5 Cross-cultural elements 4.05 (0.86)
6 Sequencing of information 4.04 (0.64)
7 Breaking down speech into words or groups of words 3.43 (0.50)
8 Lack of knowledge of English idioms 3.36 (0.49)
9 Lack of redundancy 3.33(0.47)
10 | Rhythm 3.16 (0.37)

Table 1 shows that the highest mean score, 4.42, was for rate of delivery.
After rate, in order of perceived difficulty, came phonological reduction (4.21),
vocabulary (4.15), syntactic reduction (4.06), cross cultural elements (4.05), and
the sequencing of information in forms other than a simple narrative text (4.04).

The lowest mean score was 3.16 for the parameter “rhythm affects listen-
ing comprehension”. This indicates that rhythm is the least difficult component of
listening comprehension for the respondents. After rhythm, in order of increasing
perceived difficulty, came lack of redundancy in texts (3.33), lack of knowledge of
English idioms (3.36), and breaking down speech into words or groups of words
(3.43).

Research Question 2: In relation to difficulties related to listening comprehen-
sion, what are the differences between high and low ability university listeners?
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Table 2
Difficulties in listening comprehension encountered by high and low ability
students
Rank Category Mean SD Rank Category Mean SD

1 Rate of delivery 7.61 3.34 1 Vocabulary 6.42 3.73

2 | Vocabulary 5.65 3.34 2 Rate of delivery 5.91 3.49

3 Phonol_oglcal 512 3.49 3 Phonol_oglcal 4.50 3.38
reduction reduction

4 |syntactic reduction | 4.10 | 3.31 | 4 |Breaking down 4.10 | 3.42

speech into words

5 Seguencmg 3.77 3.60 5 Cross-cultural 3.95 3.79
of information elements

g |Breaking down 365 | 3.33 | 6 |>cquencingof 3.67 | 3.27
speech into words information

7 | Lack of redundancy | 3.19 | 3.37 | 7 |L3ckofknowledge | 550 | 3 43

of English idioms

g |Lackofknowledge | 5., | 3459 | g |syntactic reduction | 3.14 | 3.17
of English idioms

g | Cross-cultural 2.86 | 3.24 | 9 |Rhythm 2.61 | 3.45
elements

10 | Rhythm 2.54 2.92 10 |Lack of redundancy | 2.72 2.01

[T High ability students N=61
[ 1 Low ability students N=57

Spearman rank correlation r=0.946 (p<0.001)
Pearson rank correlation r=0.955 (p<0.001)

To examine the difficulties that are encountered in listening comprehension
by high and low ability students, the data drawn from the two groups were con-
trasted, interpreted and discussed. On the questionnaire, the statistical analysis of
the second part was enhanced by pairs of relevant items according to the parallel
forms reliability technique. That is to say, a perceived difficulty was examined at
two different points on a questionnaire.

High ability listeners revealed that the main obstacle in legal English listen-
ing was the rate of delivery. They said that they were unable to understand what
foreigners said if the foreigners spoke at a normal speed. Moreover, vocabulary
was mentioned as important to listening comprehension. They stated that if they
knew more vocabulary, they would understand what they listen to more easily.
The students also reported that phonological reduction was a factor affecting un-
derstanding.

Low ability listeners revealed that the main obstacle to legal English listening
comprehension was vocabulary. Students mentioned that they were not able to
understand what foreigners said to them because of their lack of legal vocabulary.
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The rate of delivery was another obstruction in listening comprehension. How-
ever, they did not worry about this factor because they mentioned that foreigners
always speak at a slower rate when talking to them than they do when they talk
with their friends. The phonological reduction is one more difficulty in listening
comprehension.

Table 2 shows that only the top three items between these two groups formed
the same subset. Both high and low ability listeners reported problems with vo-
cabulary, rate of delivery, and phonological reduction.

Discussion

For research question 1, the results from the questionnaire can be grouped into
“moderate” and “agree”. From the opinions expressed, it is obvious that the stu-
dents realised that they had difficulties in listening to English texts. The most
difficult factor for them was the rate of delivery. The least difficult factor was the
rhythm.

For research question 2, the high ability listeners indicated that the rate of
delivery was the factor that caused most difficulty while the low ability listeners
reported that the lack of vocabulary was most difficult to them. This finding is
congruent with the findings of Lynch (2009, p. 48) that one obstacle for listening
comprehension is limited vocabulary or knowledge of academic terms. It is also
congruent with the findings of Velicka (2007, p. 19) that listeners’ background
knowledge can facilitate understanding.

Conclusion and implications

This study aimed to investigate the difficulties university students experience
in regard to listening comprehension and to compare differences between high
and low ability listeners in relation to the perceived difficulties with listening
comprehension. The results show that students face many difficulties including
rate of delivery, vocabulary, phonological and syntactic reduction, degree of re-
dundancy.

Although this study was conducted with the students studying law and po-
lice activity, the results can be applied to students in other programmes such as
law and state border guard. Low ability listeners emphasised the rate of delivery
and recognition of vocabulary, because the results of this study indicate that
these difficulties are the major factors affecting their understanding of spoken
English.

In the future the research methods could be triangulated, i.e. classroom ob-
servation and English listening tests could be included.
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