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Overview of questions for today

• What am I doing?

• Why am I doing what I am doing?

• How am I doing it?

• What have I found out so far?

• Does it matter? Why?

• How is any of this bridging the theory-practice gap?



What am I doing?

Investigating teachers’ and learners’ 
beliefs about listening in English as a 

foreign language in an Italian secondary 
state school
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Why am I doing what I am doing?

How do we 
listen? How do 

we teach 
listening?



How do we listen in a foreign language?

Bottom-up processing: translating the acoustic cues into sounds, 
words and phrases in the target language and then into an abstract idea 

(literal meaning)

Top-down processing: drawing upon knowledge of the world, the 
speaker and what has been said to enrich the literal meaning derived 

from decoding

5

e.g. dictation, transcript, gap-fill, connected speech

e.g. predicting, identifying speaker’s attitude, inferring

Badger and Yan (2009); Field (2008)



How do we teach listening?

Comprehension Approach:

 pre-listening: vocab, schemata activation
 listen 1-3 times

 check answers to comprehension questions
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Is this really what 
happens in 

classrooms? Why?

(Field 2008)
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ITALIAN 
SECONDARY 

STATE 
SCHOOLS

Bulk of English 
education

Lack of 
research

Introduction of 
INVALSI 1st national 

standardised 
listening test

Lack of 
pedagogical 

teacher training



Research questions
1. What are the beliefs about listening held by teachers of English as a 

foreign language in Italian secondary state schools?

2. What are the beliefs about listening in English as a foreign language 
held by learners in Italian secondary state schools?

3. How do the teachers approach listening in the classroom? How do 
they explain their approach?

4. What are the mutual influences of the teachers’ beliefs and practice, 
and the learners’ beliefs?
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Theoretical challenges

 What is a belief?

 How is it different from knowledge?
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Views that “may be consciously or unconsciously held, 
[are] evaluative in that [they are] accepted as true by the 

individual, and [are] therefore imbued with emotive 
commitment”

M. Borg (2001:1)

Propositional knowledge e.g. of language, syllabus



How I’m doing what I’m doing

a secondary 
state school in 
Northern Italy

Context 5 experienced EFL 
teachers: Giulia, 
Vittoria, Laura, 
Cecilia and Eva

105 learners aged 
16-18

Participants

Learner 
questionnaire

Teacher 
background 
interviews

Filmed 
classroom 

observations

Video-
stimulated 

recall 
interviews

Learner 
interviews

Final 
meetings 

with teachers



Practical challenges

Talking about listening

Putting words in learners’ mouths vs 
helping them express their views

My assumptions



What have I found out so far?



How is listening taught?

Variety of approaches, some Comprehension 
approach

Constant: no post-listening work on bottom-up 
processes but about content and vocabulary

Purposes of listening 
(teachers):

- Content
- Vocabulary
- Reflection

Perceived purposes of 
listening (learners):

- Vocabulary
- Cambridge exams

- Developing listening



Teachers’ practices & beliefs - materials

Giulia + Eva: coursebook

Vittoria, Laura and Cecilia: authentic videos and audios

“The students need a 
coursebook. I want 

them to have a 
reference at home”

“The coursebook audios 
are fine as long as they 
sound authentic to the 

students”

“There’s absolutely no 
reason for using coursebooks

in this day and age with all 
the authentic materials 

available for free”



English varieties

Expanding 
circle (ELF)

Outer circle 
(ex-colonies)

Inner circle 
(UK, US)

“if there’s an Italian or 
Chinese person speaking 

English in the book, I don’t 
see why I should skip it”

“So what do you think about this 
accent, guys? Yes, it was broken 

English but it was perfectly 
understandable”

“English is of course the standard 
one [..] but when I heard the 

tracks in the new INVALSI exam I 
thought to myself – I really should 

be doing more American 
English!”

(Kachru, 1985)

“Integrative” motivation 
= the world out there, 
especially English as a 

lingua franca



Interactions: teachers’ & learners’ beliefs

Correspondence:

Conception of “school 
English”

“I’m not teaching them how 
to order a beer in London, I’m 
teaching them the language 

they need to pass their 
Cambridge exams”

Clash:

Purpose of authentic 
videos

“the teacher 
selects these 
videos about 

current affairs […] 
simply to teach 

grammar points”

“I choose the videos 
based on their content [..] 

and yes, if any grammar 
comes up, I’ll use it as a 

chance to practise it”



Learners’ voices

3.69

3.42

3.17 3.16

Reading Listening Speaking Writing

SELF-EFFICACY

70

30

Can you do most listening activities in class?

Yes No

Self-efficacy in listening often 
= answering questions 

correctly



Learners’ voices

• More articulate than one might expect + metacognitive awareness:
• Listening processes:

• Concentrating/staying calm/persevering

• Listening for gist

• Drawing on world knowledge/compensating/guessing

• Listening difficulties:
• Bottom-up (word boundaries, recognising words)

• Task (!)

• Emotions
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Does it matter? Why?

Focus on 
secondary 

state schools

Adding to the 
body of 

knowledge on 
context

Analysing
teachers + 
learners

From an 
academic 

standpoint…

Descriptive 
evidence for 

Comprehension 
Approach 
argument

Methodological 
and theoretical 
perspective on 

beliefs vs practice



Does it matter… to the teachers?
Empowerment: professionalism, 

recognition

Final meetings

Finding out about learners through 
anonymous data

Talking/thinking about listening

Cognitive dissonance: am I doing 
what I say is important?

Strengthened cooperation: 
creation of listening database

Potential co-publication



How is this bridging the theory-practice gap?

What is academically…

• = “good practice” in listening 
instruction

• = methodologically and 
theoretically solid

• = original + all the above 
and more

What is contextually…

• = in line with teacher’s 
beliefs & practices

• = compatible with 
contextual constraints
• = conducive to 

language learning
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Thank you for... listening!

edcb@leeds.ac.uk

@chiara_bruzzano

Find these slides at 
snippetsofelt.weebly.com
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