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Suggestions that listening has largely been neglected in second language research and 

thinking are somewhat exaggerated. But it is certainly true that there are many wrong ideas 

about the skill – ideas that are persistent and that often pass unchallenged. These have long 

influenced both classroom practice and testing:  they account for the heavy reliance on pre-

set comprehension questions, the notion that ‘context’ can resolve most problems of 

understanding; and the convention of an extended period of ‘pre-listening’. In addition, 

terms such as ‘subskill’, ‘strategy’, ‘bottom up’, ‘top down’, ‘instantiation’, ‘metacognitive’ 

tend to be used carelessly or inconsistently by commentators. 

The talk will attempt to provide a more informed picture. It will draw upon psycholinguistic 

and phonetic evidence which reflects our present understanding of what listening actually 

entails and of how an expert listener handles the skill. It will then use this background as a 

basis for re-examining the nature of the challenges faced by the L2 listener and the ways in 

which those challenges shape learner behaviour. Particular attention will be drawn to the 

perceptual processes involved, and to the problems posed by the variable nature of 

connected speech.  A critical consideration is how familiar a learner is with these features 

and how automatically they are able to incorporate them into the listening process. A need 

to give considerable attention to low-level information may limit how much is available to 

take account of wider issues of meaning. 

These insights can provide us with a new set of criteria specifying what can be expected of 

listeners at different levels of proficiency. They also enable instructors to be more sensitive 

to the root causes of listener problems and how to tackle them. 

  

ALL WELCOME! 

 
Dr John Field is Reader in Cognition in Language Learning at the University of Bedfordshire. A 

well-established Psycholinguist, Dr Field has particular interest in the ways in which cognitive 

psychology can enable a better understanding of second language skills. His main research interest 

lies in second language listening. He has worked extensively on cognitive validation in language 

testing, comparing the processes adopted by a candidate under test conditions with those that would 

be employed in a less constrained real-world context. 
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