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A process approach to listening comprehension.
Types of processing.

A traditional way of looking at listening is frorhd angle of its final
outcome, namely comprehension (Field 1998, 2008anWM a

practitioner tend to focus excessive attention ba product of
listening in the form of answers to comprehensiaasgons and fail
to consider aspects of listener's behaviour orthtines for handling
the incoming speech. In second language acquisiliemature,

however, it is common to divide listening into awher of component
processes, which constitute a framework for ingesitng listening

comprehension.

The following article provides an insight into tlpeocesses by
which the listener comprehends a text. It also énamvarieties of
input that the listener attends to, together whith tiypes of processing
involved.

1. The dual nature of listening comprehension sees

A number of second language listening researcharg o the dual
nature of listening comprehension, underlining twajor aspects of
the process (Driven and Oakeshott-Taylor 1984, LuA@1, Buck
2001, Field 2008). The first one, unanimously nefeérto as decoding,
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involves transferring the acoustic input that tis¢eher receives into
meaningful forms of language (Field 2008). In orbemake sense of
the speech signals, the receiver employs a nung@ations, ranging
form translating acoustic cues into sounds, throdehtifying words
and phrases, to tracing grammatical patterns iratiggtory input they
are exposed to. In other words, the decoding coemoof listening
comprehension takes place on a number of levelsh e& which
requires the listener to engage in several diftgpeocesses (Table 1).

Table 1. Examples of important L1 decoding proce¢géeld 2008:115)

¢ Phoneme level
Identifying consonants and vowels
Adjusting to speakers’ voices
«  Syllable level
Recognising syllable structure
Matching weak syllables and function words
e Word level
Working out where words begin and end in connespegbch
Matching sequences of sounds to words
Identifying words which are not in their standaodnfis
Dealing with unknown words
¢ Syntax level
Recognising where clauses and phrases end
Anticipating syntactic patterns
Checking hypothesis
¢ Intonation group level
Making use of sentence stress
Recognising chunks of language
Using intonation to support syntax
Reviewing decoding at intonation group level

Based on its multidimensionality, the decodinggstaf listening
comprehension can be further divided into seveaegss each dealing
with a different aspect of the input and, as altesalling for different
types of processing (Driven and Oakeshott-Tayl@419Rost 2002).
The continuum of listening processes begins with riception and
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conversion of sound waves by the auditory systerthenbrain, i.e.

neurological processing of acoustic input. Onces tki completed,

listeners need to assign meaning to the soundshibsayby means of
linguistic processing, which involves a number gemtions. First,

the receiver discriminates between and categoribes sounds

through, what Rost (1994) calls ‘categorical petiogy consisting of

a number of phonological procedures of speech pgore Later, the

listener employs word recognition processes, whaich believed to

constitute the basis of spoken language compretrerasid emerge as
a significant predictor of listening comprehensiguctcess (Mecartty
2000, Field 2003, Rost 2002, Rost 2006).

While semantic considerations tend to dominateststednding and
it has been proved that for any higher-level comension processes
to take place, a sufficient amount of lexical remtign must occur
(Bonk 2000, Flowerdew and Miller 2005), it is nbetfinal step in
linguistic decoding. In order to understand theglaage in the input,
the incoming speech needs to be mapped onto thentatical model
of the language (Rost 2002). The application ofrgretical rules and
using the knowledge of the linguistic system toiadkvwords into
meaningful constituents is defined as parsing (R884, Flowerdew
and Miller 2005). By combining words into phrasetd aattaching
phrases to clauses, grammatical parsing significasantributes to
comprehension and allows the listener to creat®pogition model of
the incoming speech (Rost 2002), which undergogkdu processing
during the second of the two major operations wttloh listening
comprehension entails, namely meaning building.

The latter phase of listening, referred to as ¢elinng’ (Oakeshott-
Taylor 1984), ‘comprehension’ (Lund 1991) or ‘meapbuilding’
(Field 2008), is described as the construction e&ning with the use
of both decoded language and the listener's pnmwhedge. It has
been substantiated that decoding at the level ohd®y words and
grammar helps the listener deal with the input tongted extent and
arrive merely at a literal meaning of an utteredtesece, which falls
short of the true comprehension of what the speniesans. For the
listener to fully understand the message sent, taeexpand the
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meaning of the message conveyed by the words dfteed the
incoming pieces of information to the overall pietwof the talk and
decipher the speaker’s intentions, he or she needsaw upon their
knowledge of the world as well as the contextualesl in the
discourse. The complexity of the meaning-builditage of listening
comprehension is shown in Table 2, whereby differkinds of
processes involved in the stage are displayed.

A parallel can be drawn between Field's (2008) miregbuilding
stage and what Rost (2002) calls pragmatic and hodipguistic
processing, which seem to be component parts ofribeding phase.
As stated above, linguistic decoding is only thetfstep of listening
comprehension, which requires the receiver to addiiee context in
which the speech act occurs, and infer the speak#gentions, i.e. to
process the input from the pragmatic perspectiviso, Ameaning-
building phasenvolves psycholinguistic processing, referringedity
to comprehension, and embraces such steps asgelatiguage to
concepts in the listener's memory and to refereirteélse real world,
updating mental models or building mental repres@mis of the
discourse (Van Dijk 1987).

Evidently, in order to fully understand spokendaage, there are
several types of knowledge to be drawn upon: plagichl, semantic,
syntactic, pragmatic or factual knowledge about wWwld, which
seems to confirm the complexity and multidimensiipaof the
listening process (Flowerdew and Miller 2005). A¢ tsame time, the
dual nature of listening emerges, as all the psEesvolved fall into
two major groups of decoding and encoding. The Hdference
between the two stages lies in the material tharagessed during
each of them (Field 2008). While decoding is dficonnected with
input (i.e. the language of the message), meaniildibg appears to
be highly reliant on context (pieces of evidencd arormation in a
discourse which go beyond its literal meaning).dsben the kind of
material dealt with, the listener applies varion®wledge sources in
two distinctive manners: bottom-up and top-downjclrtwill now be
discussed in greater detail.
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Table 2. Examples of important L1 meaning-buildgmgcesses (Field 2008: 117)

¢ ‘Context’: using knowledge sources
Drawing upon: world knowledge — topic knowledge wtural
knowledge
Analogy with other similar listening encounters
«  Deriving meaning
Storing the literal meaning of an utterance
Accepting an appropriate meaning
Checking understanding
¢ Adding to the meaning
Making inferences
Dealing with pronouns
Dealing with ambiguity
«  Selecting information
Selecting relevant information
Recognising redundant information
¢ Integrating information
Carrying forward what has been said so far
Connecting ideas
Self-monitoring for consistency
¢ Recognising the overall argument structure
Noticing connecting words used by the speaken (the other
hand..)

2. Bottom-up and top-down processing

As stated above, comprehension processes rely \@raseypes of
information. Understanding takes place when the sags and
different kinds of knowledge are matched againshezher (Faerch
and Kasper 1986). The matching process beginsr eititle extracting
information from the input and integrating it witthe elaborate
knowledge system or with predicting possible megmin the basis of
prior knowledge and interpreting the input in tight of the created
expectations. In the first case, the listener didn individual units of
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meaning and combines them in a hierarchical ofdem phoneme to
discourse level (Flowerdew and Miller 2005, Vandérdg007). In

other words, the recipient responds to perceptufdrination and
engages in data-driven, bottom-up processing (Ri@89, Vandergrift
2003). In the second scenario, the listener usesexband prior
knowledge to make inferences and build a concegtaatework of
the discourse, employing knowledge-driven, top-dopnocessing.
Clearly, listeners apply different knowledge sosresing top-down
and bottom-up processes, which, metaphoricallyeceh hierarchical
view of the stages through which listening proceg@dsld 1999) and
can be graphically captured in the Speech Recogniramework as
shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Speech Recognition Framework (Celce-Mwanih Olshtein 1993: 104).

A matter of particular interests to second languagquisition
scholars is how exactly the recipient of the messaiends to the
meaning conveyed. It has been proved that langpageessing is
“massively parallel (...) [and] interactive” (McClalhd and Elman
1981: 119). Instead of building understanding stgriwith either
basic linguistic units or with the use of previduswledge, listeners
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process the input in both directions simultanequstythat top-down
and bottom-up processes closely interact and infleeeach other
(Field 1999, Celce-Murcia and Olshtain 2000, R&12 Flowerdew
and Miller 2005, Vandergrift 2003). It has been stahtiated that in
proficient listeners top-down and bottom-up proesssteract in such
a way that deficiencies in information on one leasd compensated
for with the information provided on the other leyReterson 1991).
Such premise finds confirmation in Interactive Cemgatory
Hypothesis developed by Stanovich (1980, citedieidF2008, Tsui
and Fullilove 1998), providing an explanation foowh readers
understand texts despite certain difficulties (FégR). If the recipient
decodes the linguistic message successfully, onwhee confidence in
input is high, the compensatory value of top-dowecpssing is
reduced and the application of prior knowledge s&ive the purpose
of enriching fully decoded message. However, whea rieader or
listener cannot rely on the input due to their deficies in the
linguistic knowledge, top-down approach will beradial element in
arriving at the meaning of the text.

1 Research into listening comprehension draws heaypibn the findings of second

language reading studies. As it is often assumetl ¢cbmprehension is a general
construct involving different modalities, many rasghers and theoreticians use
research results on reading to hypothesise atsiahling comprehension (Vandergrift
2006).
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HIGH CONFIDENCE IN INPUT LOW CONFIDENCE IN INPUT
Figure 2. Stanovich’s Interactive Compensatory Higpsis (Field 2008: 134).

The corollary of such a view is that the interactbetween top-
down and bottom-up processing depends to a largmtesn second
language proficiency. According to Stanovich's pexdive, poor
listeners make considerable use of top-down presessnploying
them compensatorily to build the meaning of a t&m the other
hand, some researchers have demonstrated thatnbe¢gwel L2
listeners devote so much attention to perceptuatatjpns at a word
level that little capacity remains for activatingptdown knowledge
(Peterson 1991) and that below a certain threshdldanguage
proficiency listeners are unable to activate highexel operations
(Anderson and Lynch 1988). Also, studies have shihahbottom-up
processing is more important for listeners of pdanguage
proficiency, as they cannot use background knovdedfjectively
(Tsui and Fullilove 1998). A similar view seemsht® held by Wilson
(2003), who postulates the primacy of bottom-upcpsses, which, in
the heyday of Comprehension Approach were conditiera
undervalued. He suggests that the ultimate goal listening
comprehension is to hear and understand what iglhctuttered,
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without the need to compensate for the deficienaedottom-up
skills.

Summing up, there may be little agreement as ¢odbgree in
which L2 learners rely on top-down and bottom-upgesses, yet all
models of the listening process seem to acknowléagawo aspects
of comprehension. A variety of labels have beeremito the two
types of processing, ranging from ‘perceptual’ drigher-level
operations’ (Peterson 2001), through ‘lower- andghkr-level
processing’ (Faerch and Kasper 1986), to “apprehgntinguistic
information” and “relating that information to ader context” (Carrel
and Freedle 1972). However, despite the multiglicftterms

(...) scholars seem to have arrived at similar con@dsations of listening

comprehension, and the fact that they use diffelmtinology suggests that they

have arrived at this understanding more or lessegaddently. This adds
considerable credibility to the two-stage viewisfdning (Buck 2001: 52).

and endorses the dual nature of oral discourse r@mapsion.
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