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Background
Although the importance of listening for second or foreign language (L2) acquisition is recognised (Wolvin and Coakley, 1996), both learners and teachers lack a clear understanding of how to develop this skill (Chambers, 1996; Graham, 2006). Listening has also received less research attention than other skills (Vandergrift, 1997).  As such, the field requires more exploratory studies which might inform principled decisions about pedagogy and research in relation to listening.  The present study was conducted in order to fill this gap and to offer a perspective on listening strategies which differs from that adopted in most previous research.
According to a recent review of the literature on listening comprehension (Macaro, Graham & Vanderplank, 2007), a central issue explored by research in this area is the role of non-linguistic knowledge in listening comprehension as part of what is known  as top-down processing.  This involves learners in drawing out the meaning of a passage using background information or “schema” - knowledge of the topic, general knowledge of the world and of how texts ‘work’ (Buck, 2001).  By contrast, in bottom-up processing, learners mainly call on linguistic knowledge to elicit meaning through ‘speech perception and word recognition’ (Rost, 2002: 96).
The  role of top-down and bottom-up processing has generally been investigated from one of two perspectives: a ‘knowledge source’ approach, or a ‘learner strategies’ approach, with few if any studies adopting both perspectives.  Studies relevant to these two approaches are reviewed below.

A ‘knowledge source’ approach.

 In this approach, the main focus of the research is on the type of knowledge employed  in aural comprehension1   and on the extent to which different knowledge sources can play a facilitative role in comprehension, with less attention paid to how listeners apply such knowledge. For example, studies by Markham and Latham (1987) and Long (1990) found that when participants listened to texts on familiar and unfamiliar topics, they understood more if they had prior (non-linguistic) knowledge of the topic to which they listened. However, both studies indicate that for some participants, prior knowledge led to wild guessing. 
Findings are similarly equivocal regarding linguistic knowledge. Mecartty (2000) examined the relationship between lexical and grammatical knowledge on the one hand and reading and listening comprehension on the other.  Using multiple regression analyses, she claimed that lexical knowledge was the only ‘significant predictor’ of both reading and listening performance for her subjects (p. 335), although ‘this knowledge source appeared to be more crucial for reading than it was for listening’ (ibid.).  Bonk’s (2000) subjects listened to four passages on unfamiliar topics with varying levels of lexical familiarity (as measured by subjects’ ability to correctly record items in a dictation test).  His findings indicate the complexity of the relationship between lexical knowledge and comprehension:  although higher dictation scores (and therefore lexical familiarity) were associated with better comprehension, some subjects were able to achieve quite good comprehension with a lexical knowledge of less than 75%.  Others, however, could not achieve the same level of comprehension with even 100% lexical knowledge.  Bonk concluded that efficient listening strategies may aid the understanding of lexically complex texts, but that most listeners depend on high levels of lexical familiarity for good comprehension.  As Bonk’s focus is on the role of different types of knowledge, rather than on how such knowledge is applied, the methodology of his study does not allow him to provide further insights into how strategy use may compensate for inadequate linguistic knowledge.
Two studies from 1998 also take a knowledge source approach, in order to shed further light on the interaction between linguistic and non-linguistic knowledge.  The first, by Yi’an, used immediate retrospection to investigate how intermediate-level Chinese learners of English employed these two knowledge sources during a multiple-choice listening test.  He found that subjects’ non-linguistic knowledge was activated by linguistic cues from the input. However, he argues that linguistic knowledge is fundamental for successful comprehension, based on two trends identified in his data: first, when the activation of linguistic knowledge was only partially successful, listeners were forced to turn to background knowledge to ‘compensate’  for this deficient linguistic knowledge, which did not always lead to correct comprehension. Second, only partially successful linguistic processing led some listeners to reject correct interpretations if their background knowledge was at odds with this interpretation.

The second study, by Tsui and Fullilove (1998), looked at listening test items in large-scale public examinations in Hong Kong for end of secondary school learners of English. They found that students with higher scores on the test as a whole were more likely than students with lower scores to correctly answer items based on what the authors call ‘non-matching’ schema type passages. In such passages, the schema activated by the initial linguistic input is not congruent with subsequent linguistic input.   Thus candidates need to revise their schema as they listen with rapid and accurate linguistic processing, indicating that ‘bottom-up processing is more important than top-down processing in discriminating the listening performance of L2 learners on test items’ (Tsui & Fullilove, 1998: 432).
A ‘learner strategy’  approach

In both the Yi’an (1998) and Tsui and Fullilove (1998) study, an additional  conclusion that can  be drawn is that schematic knowledge needs to be applied in a controlled and careful manner if it is to aid comprehension. With familiar topics, listeners may sometimes apply schemata almost randomly and impose their own interpretation on what is heard. Thus while focussing principally on the role of different types of knowledge in listening comprehension, these studies also allude to the fact that how knowledge is used is as important as what kind of knowledge is employed – in other words, the ‘strategic’ behaviour of listeners is important.   This ‘strategic’ behaviour is explored in studies adopting the ‘learner strategy’ approach referred to earlier.  The literature does not provide us with one undisputed definition of learner strategies, but one of the most recent reviews of how strategies may be described (Macaro, 2006:325) refers to them as conscious mental activity, employed in pursuit of a goal within a learning situation and transferable to other tasks. How learners use prior knowledge in listening emerged as an important finding from a study by  O’Malley, Chamot and Küpper (1989). Looking at the strategies of so-called effective listeners, they suggest that these learners make better use of prior or world knowledge than less effective listeners. They found that the former either had more prior knowledge available, had it better organised, accessed it more efficiently, or used it more strategically. By contrast, ineffective listeners not only had fewer elaborations but also did not make connections between the new information in the listening passages heard and their own lives.   At the same time, however, O’Malley et al (1989) acknowledge that in their study, elaborations hindered rather than helped some learners.   

These findings add weight to the argument that how sources of knowledge are applied in specific circumstances is as important as the type of knowledge source employed.  Just as native-speaker listeners are able to switch from top-down to bottom-up processing and vice versa according to whether a topic is unfamiliar or not, or whether the listening makes lexical, grammatical or phonological demands (Vanderplank, 1988), L2 listeners need to know when to switch the focus of their listening, or how to apply knowledge strategically.  Nevertheless, it is also clear that strategy use and knowledge sources are related  the ‘how’ as well as the ‘what’), and that for a more complete picture of listening comprehension, research studies should look at both.

When listeners apply knowledge strategically, they are likely to employ metacognitive strategies, defined by O’Malley and Chamot (1990: 44-45) as ‘higher order executive skills that may entail planning for, monitoring, or evaluating the success of a learning activity’.  Vandergrift (1998, 2003) argues that one metacognitive strategy in particular, comprehension monitoring, is a key strategy that guides the use of other strategies, both metacognitive and cognitive. As such it is likely to be central to the effective deployment of different sources of knowledge.  However, its definition is not straightforward.  Most definitions in L2 listening strategy research describe comprehension monitoring in terms of ‘checking, verifying, or correcting one’s understanding’ (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990: 137), which seems to subsume both the recognition that comprehension has or has not taken place, and remedial action taken.  

By contrast, research into reading comprehension places more emphasis on the initial awareness (or not) by the reader that comprehension has taken place (Baker, 1996).     Similarly, in relation to L2 listening, Goh (2002: 193)  breaks down the overarching strategy of ‘comprehension monitoring’  into sub-sections , including ‘confirm that comprehension has taken place’;  ‘identify words or ideas not understood’, etc.  This implies the use of a cluster of strategies, with ‘comprehension monitoring’ as an overarching, metacognitive strategy.  

In addition to metacognitive strategies associated with monitoring, listening strategy research has highlighted the importance of strategies associated with focussing on particular aspects of the input, such as selective attention.  Vandergrift (2003), reviewing the literature regarding the strategies used by ‘more effective’ listeners, argues that focusing strategies are part of the repertoire of such listeners. These strategies also feature among those frequently included in studies of strategy instruction (e.g. Thompson and Rubin, 1996), alongside what might be called ‘prediction’ or ‘advance organisation’ strategies, whereby learners activate their knowledge of the topic and associated vocabulary before listening.  It would seem that selective attention and prediction/advance organisation are strategies used by the ‘purposeful’ listener (O’Malley et al, 1989;  Vandergrift, 2003).  Prediction-based strategies suggest the marshalling of different sources of knowledge, linguistic or schematic, prior to listening.  How a listener decides which source to activate is, however, not clear, nor is the relative value of activating one source rather than another. 
The relationship between strategy use and linguistic knowledge

There are further areas of uncertainty in learner strategy research.  In particular, it is not clear whether we are yet in a position to identify with any certainty the strategies employed by ‘more effective’ listeners, partly because strategy studies have used a range of instruments to measure listening performance and therefore the definition of an ‘effective’ listener is problematic (Berne, 2004).  In addition, according to Rubin (1994) and Macaro et al. (2007), whether strategy use is in fact what differentiates between ‘more’ and ‘less’ effective listeners can only be established if studies control for underlying linguistic knowledge, something which few have done.  Macaro et al pose important questions regarding the relationship between linguistic knowledge and strategy use: whether unequal linguistic knowledge among subjects leads to different strategies being employed, whether some subjects of equal linguistic knowledge still differ in their strategy use, with some subjects perhaps being able to compensate for lower linguistic knowledge by their use of strategies that allow them, for example, to draw on other relevant sources of knowledge/information to fill in any gaps in their linguistic knowledge.  These questions underlie a fresh approach to listening strategy research, which we sought to follow in the present study.   Furthermore, we shall argue that a better understanding of the interplay between strategies and sources of knowledge are crucial for decision-making in L2 listening pedagogy.
The present study

The above review has argued that previous research has investigated L2 listening comprehension from either a ‘knowledge source’  or a ‘learner strategies’ perspective, with few studies addressing the interplay between the two, or considering the role of underlying linguistic knowledge in the application of different knowledge sources and strategies.  The present study sought to adopt a ‘dual’ perspective, in order to explore how listeners orchestrate their strategy use, including how they draw on linguistic and non-linguistic knowledge, and how this relates to their underlying linguistic knowledge.  We regard employment of different sources of knowledge as part of overall strategic behaviour, but in order to more clearly address the issues raised in the literature regarding linguistic versus non-linguistic knowledge in listening, we decided to examine sources of knowledge use separately from other strategies initially.  Specific research questions were:
(1) To what extent does the use of sources of knowledge relate to listeners’ levels of linguistic knowledge?

(2) To what extent does general strategy use relate to listeners’ levels of linguistic knowledge?
 Participants

Lower-intermediate2 students of French from four secondary schools in England took part in a larger research project 3, involving 35 students in total.   Data on these 35 students’ listening proficiency were gathered by means of a recall protocol on four short passages on a familiar topic.  In addition, 23 students were selected by convenience sampling4 to undertake an individual listening activity, which gave insights into their strategy use.  Members of this smaller group were randomly assigned to listen to a passage about either a flood (13 students), or about French politics (10 students).

This study reports on the listening strategy use of 14 students, for whom  complete data sets were available, including the two listening tasks described above and  two measures of underlying linguistic knowledge5:

· Score on a grammaticality judgement test conducted during the project

· Score on vocabulary recognition test conducted during the project (X-lex, Meara and Milton,  2003)

These latter data were used to group the 14 students into two linguistic knowledge groups, top and bottom (henceforth, TLK and BLK). 
The results of the listening recall protocol were used to further subdivide these groups into top and bottom listening proficiency (henceforth, TLP and BLP).    The matrix shown in Table 1 was obtained:

Table 1.  Linguistic knowledge and listening proficiency groupings (using pseudonyms to preserve anonymity).
	
	Top listening proficiency
	Bottom listening proficiency

	Top linguistic knowledge


	Jack

Bridget

Alan

Cecilia

Emily

Libby

Sally
	Sue



	Bottom linguistic knowledge


	Kerry

Nicola
	Victoria

Esther

Rachel

Rhys


Instrumentation
Individual listening activities

  As explained earlier, for the individual listening activities, two texts were selected on different topics: one about which students would have at least general knowledge (floods), and one which was likely to be less familiar to them (French politics).  The passages were selected from teaching materials designed for use with students who were slightly more advanced than the participants in the project, on the grounds that tasks that can be completed easily and automatically by learners tend not to prompt strategy use (Laviosa, 2000).  At the same time, care was taken to choose material that was not so far beyond the listening proficiency level of students that they were able to understand very little. The floods text was an authentic radio broadcast (from the resource Authentique), while the French politics passage was a text scripted for a textbook (Pillete & Graham, 2000). Multiple-choice questions were written for each passage, some requiring participants to find ‘local’ details, and others necessitating a more global understanding, with a weighting towards ‘local’ detail that reflected the type of listening that learners would have met in class 6. The multiple-choice questions were given in English, to avoid difficulties arising from misunderstanding of the written word in French.  An example of a text and task appears in the Appendix.  Both texts were matched in terms of length, words per minute and percentage of vocabulary not included in the syllabus that students had followed up until the age of 16.
Procedures for the individual listening tasks

Students were told that we were interested in finding out how they went about trying to understand spoken French and that we wanted them to try to answer some questions on the text. They were reassured that we were not testing them7. They were asked to approach the task however they wished, with full control of the tape recorder and how often they paused or rewound the tape, but were asked to keep the interviewer informed of how they were understanding the tape and answering the questions.  Participants were given control of the tape so that they, rather than the researcher, chose the moment at which they verbalised their thoughts, so that these thoughts would be captured more ‘immediately’ (cf.  Laviosa, 2000) and with less interruption of the normal process of listening. Prompts were limited to questions such as ‘What are you thinking?’, ‘How did you arrive at that answer?’ if the student said nothing for a long stretch of time, or if they answered a m/c question without verbalisation (see Santos, Graham & Vanderplank, 2008, forthcoming, for further details). Students gave permission for the tape recording of their verbalisations, which were later transcribed verbatim. For the project as a whole, students were reassured of anonymity and that their performance on the various tasks would have no bearing on their school grades for French.
Analysis

Using different sources of knowledge 

The transcript for each student was analysed for the type of knowledge they had drawn upon in order to answer each multiple-choice question.  A decision was then made as to whether one form of knowledge, linguistic or non-linguistic, had predominated in the decision-making process for each student, per question, or whether the two sources were used in a more interactive way. Linguistic knowledge was defined as L2 knowledge, for example, where students claimed to have heard a word or phrase.  Non-linguistic knowledge included prior or world knowledge of the topic discussed in the text, content or contextual information gained from the L1 multiple choice questions and alternatives, preceding content/contextual knowledge from the text itself, and task knowledge.  We acknowledge the limitations of these definitions for addressing complex underlying processes; however, these categories appear in the literature as well-established and accepted ways of considering the sources of knowledge which listeners draw on (e.g. Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983; Yi’an, 1998). 

The analysis was conducted independently by two researchers and their coding compared, giving an interrater reliability figure of 93%.  Differences in coding were resolved by discussion.  For each student, the percentage of questions answered using each knowledge type or combination was calculated. The mean of these percentages was then calculated for each student group, as shown in Table 2.  This was done to give an overview of knowledge use for each group, statistical claims being impossible to make with the size of the sample.  
Other strategy use

Each transcript was read several times by two researchers and a preliminary qualitative analysis made, commenting on instances of other strategy use.  This first analysis then led to the creation of a taxonomy of strategies appearing in the data (see x, forthcoming), combining definitions found in existing taxonomies (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990;  Vandergrift, 2003) with new ones, where strategies found in the data of the present study did not seem to be covered by pre-existing taxonomies.  For example, we defined ‘comprehension monitoring’ was worded as ‘establishing whether one has or has not understood’, to reflect the belief that this metacognitive strategy involves the recognition (or awareness) that comprehension has or has not taken place, but not necessarily remedial or follow-up action to incomplete comprehension (for further details of our taxonomy, see Santos et al., 2008, forthcoming).
Two researchers then coded the transcripts independently using this taxonomy.  Using nine transcripts, an inter-rater reliability percentage (85%) was calculated (number of agreements divided by total number of strategy codings). The coding of the two researchers for all transcripts was then compared and differences were resolved by discussion.

Frequencies for each strategy were calculated for each student, in order to gain an initial overview of any patterns in strategy use for students (see Santos et al., 2008, forthcoming, for full details).  In short, this frequency count highlighted two main differences in the strategy use of groups of students, from a quantitative perspective: 
1. the strategy ‘prediction of lexis’ was used most frequently by students who were either in a BLK or a BLP group (and often in conjunction with ‘selective attention’); 

2. the strategy ‘predicting theme’ was more widely used by TLK/TLP  students.  
It was therefore decided to examine qualitatively the combination of strategies used for prediction and selective attention. This decision was also influenced by the prominence given in the literature to these strategies, as discussed earlier.  Likewise, students’ monitoring strategies were selected for detailed examination, as previous research has suggested that it is in these strategies that more and less effective listeners differ the most.  No clear pattern emerged for monitoring strategies, however, in terms of frequency of use by different groups of students, making a qualitative analysis all the more important.

It should be noted that not all learners offered information regarding how they had answered all questions, a factor which should be borne in mind when reviewing the Results below.
Results

(1) To what extent does the use of sources of knowledge relate to listeners’ levels of linguistic knowledge?

The data presented in Table 2 suggest two main findings.  First, that students from both TLK groups were more likely to turn to more than one source of knowledge to answer multiple-choice questions, whereas BLK students tended to use one source only (generally linguistic knowledge). Second, both TLK/TLP and BLK/TLP students showed a relatively high reliance on linguistic knowledge. 
Table 2.  Mean percentage of questions answered using different sources of knowledge (LK= linguistic knowledge, NLK = non-linguistic knowledge, or a combination;  TLK = Top Linguistic Knowledge group;  TLP = Top Listening Proficiency group; BLK = Bottom Linguistic Knowledge group; BLP = Bottom Listening Proficiency group).
Source of
Both LK & NLK
Min.
Max.

LK only
Min.
Max.

NLK

Min.
Max.
Unclear 

Knowledge
Mean %




Mean %



Mean %


Mean %

Group

TLK/TLP

(n = 7)

46


33
80

42

20
66

5

0
17
8

TLK/BLP

(n = 1)

50


n/a
n/a

33

n/a
n/a

17

n/a
n/a
8

BLK/BLP

(n = 4)

22


0
50

38

0
67

0

0
0
42
BLK/TLP

(n=2)

0


0
0

70

60
80

0

0
0
30
TLK students using more than one source of knowledge
The first finding is illustrated well by one TLK/TLP student, Bridget (the only one in the sample to answer all m/c questions correctly). She demonstrated a dynamic interaction between sound linguistic knowledge, perception skills, world knowledge, and her ability to reason through the evidence from different sources. Having established from the m/c questions that the passage was about French politics, she hypothesised what the answer to Question 1 might be (Q: ‘The passage is about…’: a) ‘The rise of the National Front’), and then drew on linguistic knowledge from words and chunks identified, and from information presented later in the text, to check her hypothesis and formulate the correct answer: 


‘ I can’t remember what the exact words, but I heard something about it, and also, hum …The National Front [….] Isn’t Jean-Marie Le Pen kind of the head of the National Front  I think [….] And the rest of it is about him, so… 

BLK students: more limited sources of knowledge
This use of more than one source of knowledge contrasts with the typical behaviour of BLK students.  They found it difficult to use linguistic knowledge competently, but in spite of this, and their lower levels of linguistic knowledge, many of these students turned frequently to this source (especially BLK/TLP students). This is seen most clearly in their tendency to review the multiple-choice options prior to listening, from a lexical standpoint only, and to view the listening task as a question of identifying vocabulary items. Thus BLK/BLP student Victoria previewed the politics options (in English), making a subsequent negative self-evaluation which suggested that she saw her ability to carry out the listening task as totally dependent on her level of knowledge of the vocabulary signalled by the questions:
Student:
I am trying to think if I know the words in French or…..

Interviewer:
Huhmm, are there some you might know or….?

Student:
Not really…..! (Laughs)….  Most of it will probably be guesses.  

 ‘

Students in the BLK group were able to use prior or world knowledge, preceding text knowledge and linguistic knowledge.  Indeed, it is noteworthy that there is no evidence of these students using non-linguistic knowledge on its own (although the relatively high level of instances where it was unclear what knowledge source students in this group were using (Table 2) must be borne in mind here).  Generally, however, they  were less able to use multiple knowledge sources together when required to, or successfully.  For Question 1 in the floods passage for example (successfully answered by eight out of nine students), most students inferred the correct answer by using limited linguistic recognition of one or a few items. Where students identified words associated with water, this usually led them to the correct answer, with the help of non-linguistic knowledge to make the connection between water and floods.  Where such words were missed, the result was rather different, as was the case with one BLK/BLP student (Esther), who managed to base her decision on an association between Pyrénées heard in the opening sentence and ‘snow’ in the questions items on the basis of ‘negative’ linguistic knowledge (i.e. item words not heard) and despite a wealth of following linguistic information about floods, rain and litres of water falling. 

Differences in the ability of the two linguistic knowledge groups to use multiple sources of knowledge is illustrated by responses to Question 4 of the floods passage. Three TLK students (Alan, Libby and Cecilia) who chose the correct option all heard a variety of different numbers (500, 26, 3) but were able to make use of the co-text and information from the questions and following section to eliminate incorrect options. By contrast, a BLK student (Esther), heard ‘500’.    Although she then went on to decide that this answer was not possible within the context of the options and the following question (where ‘500’ also featured), thus using her non-linguistic knowledge as a kind of regulatory device, she failed to identify enough additional items in the text to choose the correct answer.  

Reliance on linguistic knowledge

Evidence of the second finding, regarding relatively high reliance on linguistic knowledge by TLK/TLP students, occurred mainly in their approaches to questions they answered incorrectly or not at all.  This is seen most clearly where three TLK/TLP students (Alan, Cecilia and Libby) did not consider the potentially contributory role of world knowledge when they were stumped by ‘hélitreuillées’ (helicoptered). Alan just associated ‘volunteer’ from one of the distractors with the ‘étreuillé’ he appeared to hear. While others (including BLK students, such as Rachel) reasoned through the world knowledge, context, ‘common  sense’, prior information from the passage and item distractor to arrive at ‘helicopter’, Alan’s inability to decode the ‘key’ word was not compensated for by the sources of knowledge.  
For the BLK/TLP students, their high reliance on linguistic knowledge may spring in part from the fact that both students listened to the politics passage, for which they were likely to have less prior knowledge available to support their weaker linguistic knowledge.  Indeed, the data indicate, that how students use certain types of knowledge is interconnected with what the task is about 8. On the whole, the floods passage provided more scope for weaker learners to work out correct answers than the politics passage, probably because the topic area would be familiar to all, although generally students invoked their prior knowledge of the topic less frequently than might be expected.  Most, as with the politics passage, relied on small fragments of linguistic recognition being compared with the items in the questions. However, the example of Question 5 suggests that bottom-up listening (or linguistic processing) may work very well with a passage like ‘Floods’ until you come across a word or phrase that you just do not know or recognise in the stream of speech. At that point, it may be useful to bring other knowledge and skills to bear. 

(2) To what extent does general strategy use relate to listeners’ levels of linguistic knowledge?

While there were some clear differences between TLK/TLP students and BLK students, the sole TLK/BLP student closely resembled BLK students in her strategy use (see below).
Prediction and Selective Attention
Prediction 

The initial overview of strategy use suggested that there were quantitative differences in the use of both prediction and selective attention, which was borne out by a qualitative analysis. Three TLK/TLP students made no predictions at all (Alan, Libby and Cecilia) and went straight into playing the passage. Two others (Jack and Bridget) predicted a very few items of lexis but only after a more general prediction of the overall theme of the passage had been articulated, as seen in the excerpt below:

 ‘Cause I’m, just, trying to see what thing the first one will be about, and there’s something do it with the government…. ‘Cause in, I think that Jean-Marie Le Pen is an evil, hum, what’s, what’s he called (…) The one everyone is scared about coming to power…”  (Jack).
In addition to the movement from ‘the general’ to ‘the specific’, the prediction strategies implemented by these two students from the TLK/TLP group tended to occur in combination with metacognitive strategies, such as evaluating the appropriateness of such prediction strategies at all. Moreover, these students seemed to display a genuine engagement with the understanding of the listening passage as a whole as opposed to the BLK students who seem to be more concerned with ‘getting the right answer’ only. 

The way in which students not in the TLK/TLP group failed to approach the texts as passages of connected discourse is illustrated by their tendency to predict lexis frequently before listening, often very specific items, and in conjunction with the production of visual prompts and the use of selective attention.  This form of prediction seemed to take the form of a ‘support’ or ‘compensatory’ strategy.  One BLK/BLP student commented that she predicted vocabulary and noted it down, ‘so that when I can hear it, I can identify it a bit more’ (Esther). The extent to which the use of prediction and visual prompts helped students choose the correct option varied. When used for numbers, for example, the strategies were less helpful when the question required students to understand what was said about the ‘predicted’ numbers as well as just recognise them, and when several numbers were mentioned in close proximity on the tape.  

Selective attention


This strategy, used infrequently by TLK/TLP students, but frequently by the other three groups, typically took the form of deciding in advance to listen out for items matching the ones presented on the question sheet. In other words, selective attention, like prediction, tended to be approached by these students at the level of lexis.  Again, such strategy use was not always helpful, especially if students took an inflexible approach to the words they predicted and listened out for, as was the case for  TLK/BLP student Sue.  She used prediction and selective attention in conjunction with deduction based on the absence of words (negative deduction), usually unsuccessfully.  Thus,  for Question 1 of ‘Floods’   she predicted that she might hear ‘rain’ rather than floods, and then commented that she would be ‘on the lookout, hear out for those particular words’.   After hearing a few of the opening words of the passage, and failing to hear the words predicted, she explained that ‘there was no (...) words I recognised (…) Which suggests that it could be ‘a’ or ‘b’, because those are the two words that I probably don’t know in French’.  Later, for Question 3, she predicted that she would need to hear the word for one hundred, ’cent’, in order for her to choose the (correct) option ‘once or twice every hundred years’.  She was unable to recognise ‘siècle’ (century) as a synonym for ‘a hundred years’ and so rejected the correct option.  

When TLK students did use selective attention, it was often combined with other strategies in complex ways. For example, Bridget incorporated selective attention into a very sophisticated cluster of cognitive and metacognitive strategies, following a first play of the whole passage and in conjunction with planning and problem identification:

“Okay, I’m looking through the whole thing, through, so I can kind of get an idea about what I’m listening about and…[…] Hear some things that I would want to listen to more carefully next time” (Bridget).
Monitoring

Comprehension monitoring was used widely, by students of all groups.  Among students in the TLK/TLP group the strategy was more closely associated with hypothesis formation and the monitoring of hypotheses.  They were often at pains to check the accuracy of what they had understood, by comparing it with another source - the question or their prior knowledge, as in the case of the TLK/TLP student who monitored his initial (correct) assumption that in 1983 the National Front party ‘saw its first local leader elected’, by thinking about what he heard and the date mentioned in the question: ‘And that will make sense, right, because it’s quite a while back’ (Jack).  Often students in the TLK group were confident in their understanding of the relevant section of the text but still monitored their hypotheses, as if aware of the potentially provisional nature of their interpretations.  This awareness seems to be reflected in the fact that the strategies of self-questioning and questioning prior knowledge were only employed by students from the TLK group.

For BLK students (all), by contrast, comprehension monitoring was more likely to take the form of recognising or acknowledging that they had understood very little.  Rarely did this recognition lead to subsequent targeted action - sometimes the students left the question for a while, or more often, responded to comprehension monitoring with ‘unconfident’ strategies - deduction based on negative factors (conclusions based on what is not heard or recognised), vague hypotheses or unmonitored elaboration of

 isolated words.  
Overall, important differences in their monitoring behaviour were revealed in the way students dealt with salient items or items that seemed to be an exact match for options. For certain questions, such as Q2 for the floods passage, most students, regardless of proficiency group, were content with finding an exact match between the ‘mille neuf cent quarante’ they heard on the tape and the ‘1940’ that appeared in the options, without seeming to check whether 1940 was associated with the last time a flood of this kind occurred. As TLK/TLP student Libby commented, Q2: “Umm I heard a number which was mille neuf cent quarante and that matches the number I have got on here and that is all I heard from that.”  Being content with apparent ‘matches’ was especially the case when students had predicted lexis  and what they had predicted ‘matched’ exactly what they heard on tape.  One of the clearest examples of this comes from Sue, the TLK/BLP student, who, for Q3 of the floods passage, said she heard ‘vingt-six morts’, read the option ’26 dead’ and incorrectly assumed ‘it’s probably that one’. Generally, however, TLK students were more likely to engage in some  kind of checking.  For example, the politics passage contained the salient item ‘patriotisme’,  a word which was key to the correct answer for Question 3 (‘ In an interview on television, Le Pen….b)  Appealed to the French people’s love of their country’). TLK students seemed more ready to check the significance of this word, recognising the danger of accepting it on its face value, just ‘because it was there’, as one TLK student commented, adding that ‘it might not be saying about it on tape what I thought it was’ (Bridget).  


Few clear conclusions can be drawn regarding whether BLK students monitored more or less than TLK students.  Often, the former were unable to monitor because they had understood so little.  On the other hand, there were several examples where TLK/TLP students seemed to make the correct option choice without apparent monitoring, simply because their automatic and unproblematic comprehension made monitoring unnecessary.  

Discussion and Pedagogical Implications
From the above results, it is difficult to relate effective listening entirely to prior scores of general proficiency, as Bonk (2000) found.  Certainly it appears that students with higher linguistic knowledge were better able to integrate linguistic and non-linguistic sources and use non-linguistic sources in a more facilitative way, suggesting that a minimum level of vocabulary recognition is required before non-linguistic knowledge in the form of prior or world knowledge or higher order reasoning can be brought into play effectively. Without accurate word recognition, applications of such knowledge are little more than guesses imposed on the text.  In which case, use of non-linguistic knowledge becomes more compensatory than facilitative. In other words, relatively shaky linguistic knowledge may be helped by non-linguistic knowledge for reasoning, using the linguistic knowledge as evidence together with a  knowledge of the topic. However, without a threshold of accurate linguistic recognition on which to try to match background knowledge, the use of non-linguistic knowledge is an unreliable basis for making decisions. 

Similar points may be made for other aspects of strategy use.  Sufficient linguistic recognition, and at phrase level, seems to be important for allowing monitoring strategies to come into play. The higher use by BLK students of prediction, selective attention, and visual prompts, all on a single-word lexical level, may be a reflection of their insecurity in their linguistic knowledge, which they tried to make up for by using such strategies as a kind of ‘crutch’.  It is difficult to determine whether the students in this study had been advised to use such strategies by their teachers, but it is possible that this was the case.  This becomes all the more likely when one bears in mind that the listening element of the examination that these learners had just taken, the GCSE, largely requires them to listen out for specific details from short texts rather than gaining a more global understanding.  Learners lacked an awareness that such strategies might not be applicable to other kinds of listening tasks.  Before listening, several students expended a large degree of (what turned out to be) wasted energy in thinking of words which might or might not occur in the passage or in generating schemata which turned out to be unproductive.  As we have seen, in some instances this proved to be not just futile but also distracting as weak listeners strained to impose what they had read and translated on the fragments that they heard (cf. Field, 2004).  In general, the use of ‘focussing’ strategies such as prediction and selective attention was much more problematic than the listening strategy literature suggests. 

Yet these results also indicate that high linguistic knowledge is not a guarantee of successful listening, which is particularly apparent from the instance of the TLK student who nevertheless had a low recall protocol score and who struggled with the multiple choice questions. In addition, some learners from the TLK group appeared at times to be unable to use strategies effectively, unable to proceed with Q5 of the floods passage when their linguistic knowledge failed them and they became fixated on a word they realised was crucial to accurate understanding.  This contrasts with some BLK students who were able to supplement their low levels of linguistic knowledge with  inferencing based on a variety of non-linguistic sources when attempting the same question.  This suggests a role for strategy instruction, in which learners are shown how to make the best use of the sources of knowledge available to them (and to use strategies appropriate to the task).  The best listeners were those who were able to use different sources of knowledge interactively, and to use strategies in clusters, adopting a more holistic approach to the listening passage, rather than treating the task as a series of unrelated test items.  Furthermore, the case of the two students who were in the lower linguistic knowledge group but who scored highly on the recall listening task shows how complex and individual the nature of listening comprehension is when the listening is challenging. Their strategy use in the individual listening task closely resembled that of the BLK/BLP students.  It may be that their low levels of prior knowledge for the politics passage, combined with low levels of linguistic knowledge, prevented them from using more effective strategies.  Or, perhaps the strategies they favoured worked more effectively for the shorter recall passages than they did for the lengthier individual tasks.  Again, this underlined the need for students to be taught how to apply appropriate strategies with different text and task types, and in an effective manner.   
In terms of pedagogy, we would argue that the approach to listening adopted in many foreign language classrooms in England (see Graham, 2006 for a critique of these approaches) needs to be replaced by one which has two main aims.  First, skill enhancement on the level of improving word and phrase recognition, segmentation and determining sense groupings, so that listening does not take place on a lexical level only; second, strategy instruction, whereby learners are shown how to make up for gaps in their linguistic knowledge by the principled application of non-linguistic knowledge.  Such an approach should make learners aware of the need to balance the application of, say, background knowledge of the text’s theme to interpret a word, with careful listening to the text to confirm or disconfirm any hypotheses formed (see Mendelsohn, 1994 for practical examples). This entails the combination or clustering of several strategies.  Furthermore, instruction should focus on developing flexibility in which sources of knowledge are applied in which circumstances.  A paper by Graham, Macaro and Vanderplank (2005) suggests that learners need to be exposed to texts that make varying demands on their use of non-linguistic knowledge: texts on very specific topics, about which learners have high levels of prior knowledge, through which they can be taught how to infer the meaning of unknown words; texts on very specific topics, about which learners have low levels of prior knowledge, through which they can be shown the importance of careful decoding when prior knowledge is less helpful; and then texts with no specific topic, or multi-topic texts, through which learners can develop the ability to switch between different sources of knowledge as appropriate.

There is also a need for teachers and researchers to re-evaluate the use of pre-listening activities as commonly taught in schools.  These seem to be less useful when they focus learners’ attention on isolated items of lexis, rather than on the whole text as a piece of connected discourse.  

Conclusion
This exploratory study suggests that the relationship between underlying linguistic knowledge and strategy use is a complex one, in which a minimum level of vocabulary recognition is important for allowing strategies to come into play, but in which high general proficiency does not automatically lead to successful listening or strategy use.  It also questions the importance attached in previous research and pedagogy to ‘focussing strategies’ such as prediction and selective attention, which seem to be especially problematic when learners apply them on the level of single items of lexis. 

We are aware of the limitations of the study, which include the small sample size and the difficulties experienced in determining exactly how one assesses underlying linguistic knowledge, how one operationalises the definitions of linguistic and non-linguistic knowledge and how we identify and code strategies.  However, by attempting to control for learners’ level of linguistic knowledge and by looking at these individuals’ uses of sources of knowledge in parallel with their other listening strategies, the present analysis has gone some way towards taking a new perspective on and enhancing our understanding of the complex interaction between knowledge, strategies and skills that is fundamental to listening comprehension.  More studies are required that look at the impact of sources of knowledge on listening comprehension from the point of view of how they are used. 

Acknowledgements:  To be added after review.
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Notes:

1.  Listening comprehension in this study means uni-directional, non-interaction based listening.
2.  The learners in question were in Year 12, the first year of post-compulsory education in England.  In that educational system, they are referred to as ‘advanced’, but by international standards are closer to ‘lower- intermediate’ level (with the most proficient learner in the study nearer intermediate level).  On average,  they had been learning French for five years and received five hours of instruction a week at the time of the study.
3.  The larger study investigated learners’ strategy use in listening and writing.

4.  Students from all four schools who were available on the dates that researchers visited the school were interviewed.

5. Macaro et al (2007) suggest that measures of linguistic knowledge should include as a minimum vocabulary and grammatical knowledge.
6.  We are aware that the activated strategies and sources of knowledge in this particular study are strongly related to the nature of the questions asked in the multiple choice questions.  However, in creating tasks that posed questions similar to those which students would have faced in their class work, we were aiming for the ‘authentic’  context for our study that White, Schramm and Chamot (2007) recommend for strategy research. 
7.  While learners were reassured that how they went about trying to answer the questions was more important to us than whether they got the answer correct or not, this did not imply that they should not try to answer each question as best they could.  The repeated rewinding of the tape that students engaged in while trying to answer the questions, and the information they gave as they verbalised their thoughts, provided evidence of their efforts to understand the text and answer the questions. 

8.  A more detailed exploration of the differences in how learners approached the two different texts is beyond the scope of the present article.

Appendix 

An example of the texts and tasks used in the interviews.

Floods
Ce qu’ont vécu ce week-end les départements de l’Aude, du Tarn, et des Pyrénées orientales, la France ne l’avait pas connu depuis 1940!  Ce type d’inondation n’arrive qu’une ou deux fois par siècle: En deux jours il est tombé jusqu’à 500 litres d’eau par mètre carré à certains endroits.  C’est presque l’équivalent d’un an de pluie dans cette région.

Alors, bien sûr, tous les secteurs sinistrés vont avoir, euh, du mal à s’en remettre car les dégâts sont énormes et le bilan humain est déjà très lourd, donc: 26 morts et au moins 3 disparus.  C’est le département de l’Aude qui a payé le plus lourd tribu à ce phénomène exceptionnel: 500 personnes ont dû être hélitreuillées hier, et ce matin deux villages sont encore totalement isolés.  Ainsi donc dans cette région qui a connu l’horreur, à quelques kilomètres de ceux qui ont déjà recommencé à vivre, il reste donc des centaines de personnes en grande difficulté.

(Authentik en français, 2001).
For each question, tick the correct answer

1.  Three French departments have been hit by:

a)  Strikes

b)  Riots

c)  Floods

d)  Snow storms

2.  The last time such a thing happened was:

a)  500 years ago

b)  In the 19th century

c)  In 1940

d)  Two centuries ago

3.  This type of disaster usually happens:

a) Once or twice every hundred years

b)  Only in the winter

c)  Yearly

d)  Every couple of years

4.  The number of people killed or missing runs to at least:

a)  3

b)  29

c)  26

d)  500

5.  500 people were carried to safety by:

a) Volunteers 

b)  Helicopter

c) Ambulance 

d) Boat

6.  In the Aude department:

a) Only a small area was affected 

b) Life is getting back to normal for everyone

c)  A section of the population is still in danger

d)  The whole area was completely cut off
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