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Listening is the receptive skill that we use the most in everyday and 

professional life. In fact, listening accounts for about 40 per cent of the time we spend 
communicating, which is significantly more than we do speaking (35%), reading 
(16%), or writing (9%) [4; 8]. Moreover, listening is the underlying skill that helps 
master a foreign language and thus require proper attention in the teaching practice. 

The main difficulty with developing good listening skills is the fact that it 
involves understanding spoken language, which is different from written language in 
many ways. First of all, spoken language disappears as soon as the speaker finishes 
talking, and it is often impossible to ask for repeat. Also, spoken language is typically 
not very well organized, containing incomplete sentences, single words, frequent 
changes of topic, and so on. Finally, we might need to listen to a wide range of text 
types, for example, lectures, announcements, interviews, news reports, all being 
produced at a different speed and in various accents. As a result, one should rely a lot 
on intonation, gestures and facial expression of the speaker as well as on the context 
of interaction to get a better comprehension of the spoken language.  

For that reason, it is essential to differentiate between a number of listening 
sub-skills, and concern yourself with both top-down and bottom-up listening practice. 

The difference between top-down and bottom-up listening strategies is that the 
former suggests focusing on the general meaning of the message, while the latter 
involves understanding at a sound or word level. As such, most common top-down 
listening activities include comprehension questions, predicting, guessing, listing, 
sequencing information, and require drawing on one’s background knowledge of the 
listening context, topic, speakers, etc. Bottom-up listening activities, on the other 
hand, are made to pay close attention to particular details of the language used in the 
listening text, such as the pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary, so that one needs 
to separate the stream of speech into individual words, and decode the sound signal 
bit by bit [7; 9].  

Most ESP practitioners tend to prefer top-down activities to bottom-up ones, 
saying that the ability to recognize the topic and the key words of a listening situation 
will help the listener cope with unfamiliar vocabulary or grammar structures it may 
contain. However, in real-life listening, we have to use both strategies, relying more 
on either of these two, depending on the reasons for listening. Bottom-up approach to 
listening is data-driven, while top-down approach is a conceptually-driven process. In 
fact, different cognitive skills are involved when we start decoding and interpreting 
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the listening text, coming in the end to adequate comprehension of the information 
we hear and preparing a relevant response. Therefore, both top-down and bottom-up 
strategies of processing the aural input must be practised in the foreign language 
classroom, fostering the development of different listening sub-skills. 

There have been made several attempts to design an overall taxonomy of 
listening sub-skills [2, p. 63], and probably the most detailed classification of 
listening micro-skills, which is built on various communicative purposes for listening 
in a social action, include:  

- listening for gist (listen for global understanding, that is to understand 
the main idea); 

- listening for specific information (listen to find out some details, key 
words, etc.); 

- listening in detail (listen to understand as much information as possible);  
- listening for mood/ attitude (listen to identify the attitude, feeling, or 

mood the speaker is expressing); 
- inferring meaning from context (guess the meaning of an unknown word 

by using the information in a situation);  
- predicting content (use clues or prior general knowledge to make it 

easier to understand what you hear); 
- relating the listening text to the social and situational context; 
- recognizing the communicative function of the listening text; 
- intensive listening (listen to focus primarily on how language is used) [2; 

3; 10; 11]. 
It should be noted here that ESP listening sub-skills are typically integrated 

skills in the sense that they are combined with one or more other language skills. For 
example, in the academic settings listening to lectures is usually accompanied with 
notes-taking, and in the business meetings listeners must be able not only to listen 
critically, but also respond quickly and accurately [3, p. 62]. 

In this respect, it is advisable to design wisely the successive steps in an ESP 
listening lesson. Pre-listening stage must prepare the learners for what they are going 
to hear by activating their schemata to predict the content of the listening text. At 
while-listening stage the learners are exposed to the aural input to fulfil a certain task 
– listen for gist, listen for specific information, or listen in detail. They can be 
encouraged to check their answers in pairs or groups, and listen to the recording for 
the second time, either to check themselves and get more confidence, or to answer 
more detailed questions. In any case, it is important that the learners should be given 
a different task to do every time they listen again to the same recording. The final 
post-listening stage lies in checking answers in class, discussing language difficulties, 
such as particular grammar, phonology, unknown vocabulary, functional language, 
etc., and completing a follow-on speaking or writing activity as a response to what 
has been heard and discussed [11, p. 60-61]. 

In general, pre-listening activities may include discussions of questions or 
statements, doing quizzes, analysing/ ordering pictures, making predictions, and 
brainstorming. It might be reasonable to pre-teach some of the vocabulary (meaning, 
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pronunciation, form) as well. Among while-listening activities one can find checking 
predictions, matching/ ordering pictures, answering general questions (listening for 
gist); finding specific data (e.g. names, dates, countries, numbers), sequencing, gap-
filling (listening for specific information); True-False statements, open questions, 
multiple choice questions (listening in detail). As for post-listening tasks, they can 
focus on language (vocabulary, grammar, phonology, functional language) and/ or 
development of productive skills (speaking/ writing), leading to such activities as role 
plays, discussions/ debates, projects, writing a review, summary, essay, report, etc. 
[6]. 

Another thing to consider is the fact that compared to general English classes 
ESP lessons tend to be based more on practical tasks and authentic listening materials 
are vital. Therefore, both ESP practitioners and learners must have access to various 
technologies, like corpora and audiovisual media on the internet, that offer plenty of 
opportunities to practise listening skills relevant to academic or workplace-related 
demands. What is more important, these resources can be employed for increasing 
the pragmatic awareness of often subconscious rules of discourse management and 
sociolinguistic language use in academic and professional communication contexts 
[5]. In this connection, authentic videos (interviews, news reports, conference talks, 
lectures) are considered as the most useful source for ESP listening comprehension 
activities as they represent the behaviour of speakers and can be analysed in terms of 
verbal and non-verbal means of communication [1; 6]. 

Given the diversity in the range of ESP learning needs and discourse 
conventions, a further research must be certainly done to gain a deeper understanding 
about the development of ESP listening skills but the present overview may serve as 
a helpful tool in designing a productive ESP lesson. 
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