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Abstract—This paper suggested two strategies to improve the listening capacity for C-level ESL College
Students with Severe Listening Disabilities: boosting self-confidence and providing pre-listening vocabulary
support. Special instructions shall be adopted for C-level ESL College Students, for they encounter severe
listening problems that are vital for their second language acquisition.
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|. THE PROBLEM

In China, College English in universities and colleges face common problems. As one of the compulsory courses,
College English is required to be finished in two years. The first year college students have to take a special
examination to be categorized as different levels of English learners, namely A level, B level, C level. In this test,
especially in Shanghai University, listening counts for much. Consequently, students from economically developed
regions such as Shanghai, Zhejiang Province, Jiangsu province would perform better than those from the west, the less
developed regions and provinces, such as Tibet. In addition, some provinces such as Guizhou would have a different
way of having the listening test. For example, the examiners would play the listening tape for the test twice, even more.
Therefore when these students come to listening tests in which the tape is allowed to be played only once, they would
meet with difficulties of understanding and comprehension. These students are the C-level students with severe
listening disabilities.

The problem is that there is no fundamental difference concerning the teaching methods between the C-level students
with the A and B. Usually different leveled students would have different text books for the same course College
English according to the level of difficulties. But the teaching method is similar. There is no special adjustment to
students’ listening disabilities. Currently, the series Twenty-first Century College English is the text book for C-level
students. In this series, the text book Watching, Listening & Speaking is designed to improve the listening ability of this
level. In this book, communication skill is laid the greatest importance. It aims to prepare students for the future career.
Thus, most listening and speaking materials are about business English. For example, the first unit in Book 2 focuses on
how to make complain in the workplace, and unite 2 is about how to listen in the workplace, etc. For the majority of the
freshmen, these materials are far from their campus life and daily concern. In addition, the dictions and expressions
form a sharp contrast with their high school English. It is found that 90% of the freshmen have problem with the
listening and speaking class. Both the vocabulary and context are unfamiliar to the students. The teachers find it
difficult to move the class forward, for students simply have not much interest in it, and they cannot follow the whole
class.

Based on the current situation, this paper has two suggestions. The first one is to boost students’ confidence of
learning English with some strategies. The second is to enhance students’ basic listening skills from the very
fundamental level. These two approaches are well connected with each other. If the students have the confidence in
listening, they would like to follow the teachers and continue their studies. Otherwise they would probably give up
learning English totally, just as some C-level students have done. And if the students grasp the basic listening skills step
by step, their confidence would be gradually boosted. Then they would come into a positive cycle of learning English.
The problem is not to learn how much, but how to learn.

Il. THE IMPORTANCE OF LISTENING

Listening plays a vital role in language acquisition for it helps students develop other language skills (Feyten, 1991;
Mendelsohn, 1995; Rost, 2002). According to Nunan, listening is the fundamental skill in language learning. Without
effective listening skills, learners will find it difficult to communicate effectively. And he also believes that more than
half of the time that students spend on functioning in a foreign language will be devoted to listening (1998).

Two dominating views, “Bottom-up” processing view and the “Top-down” interpretation view, concerning the
pedagogy of listening over the last twenty years shed new insights. In the bottom-up processing model, as is believed,
listening is a process of decoding the sounds that one hears in a linear fashion, from the smallest meaningful units (or
phonemes) to complete texts. That is to say, phonemic units are decoded and linked together to form words, words are
linked together to form phrases, phrases are linked together to form utterances, and utterances are linked together to
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form complete meaningful texts. While for the top-down view, it is the listener who actively constructs, or reconstructs
the original meaning of the speaker using incoming sounds as clues. In this reconstruction process, prior knowledge of
the context and situation within which the listening takes place is used by the listener to make sense of what he or she
hears (Nunan, 1998). In this latter view, the prominence of background knowledge the listeners have possessed is
emphasized. When they perceive and process the information they are hearing, the listeners use the prior knowledge to
facilitate their attempt to grasp the incoming information by relating the familiar with the new one. If the listeners lack
the prior knowledge, their efforts of comprehending the listening would be hampered. Therefore, whether the learners
can effectively perform this processing determines the outcomes of their listening.

For the C-level students with severe listening disabilities, the Top-down view would be more effective in improving
listening capacities. This is largely because, the C-level students is lack of associating between what they have learnt
and what they are going to learn. On the one hand, they had always performed not well in doing listening tasks, that
they have no confidence in doing them well. They tend not to associate with what they have known, for they believe
that they have known nothing useful. This psychological problem has to be solved in order to improve students’
listening abilities. On the other hand, teachers have not done enough to help students to consciously make the
association happen. Pre-listening activities are even ignored. With liminal background information, C-level students
find it more difficult to comprehend the listening, and their confidence in listening is weakened therefore.

I1l. REMEDIAL INSTRUCTION

Known as developmental education, basic skills education, compensatory education, preparatory education, and
academic upgrading, remedial instruction is designed to assist students in order to achieve expected competencies.
According to King (1973), remedial instruction can be regarded as those instructions that intend to correct bad habits, to
bring students up to the level they are supposed to have reached in order to carry out requisite tasks of understanding the
spoken and written word, of speaking and of writing. Remedial instruction is adopted more to teach children with
learning disabilities (Torgesen et al., 2001). For the application of remedial instruction in adult, researches have done in
United States (Bossone, 1966). They believed that not only children but also adult need remedial instruction. In
Bossone’s study, approximately 70 percent of the entering freshmen (of which there are approximately 270,000) in
California public junior colleges fail the qualifying examination for English IA; and, with the trend toward education for
all persons through the age of twenty, there will be undoubtedly an increase in the number of students in need of
remedial English work.

There is an assumption that the remedial English provided for native speakers of English will also do for students of
English as a second language. However, there are differences between improving the English of the native speaker and
improving the English of a foreign speaker (King, 1973). Researchers from countries and regions that English as non-
native language have done some researches in this field. Ho (2016) has examined the extent to which using an English
Remedial Instruction Course enhances the vocabulary of Form 3 Malaysian students at a rural school in Sarawak,
Malaysia. The study showed there were significant differences using Remedial Instruction enhance the learners’
vocabulary.

In China, things are different. Here remedial instruction is also known as "buxiban" (simplified Chinese: %t >J ¥f) to
help students to remain competitive with their peers of the same age. Students that go for remedial instruction are not
altogether those having problem with learning. In addition, remedial instruction is popular in primary school, middle
and high school years, rather than in the college, for the purpose of remedial instruction is to help students to get a high-
enough college entrance exam score to attend prestigious universities. After students were enrolled into universities,
remedial instruction is seldom to be adopted. It is commonly accepted that college students shall be able to study by
themselves. In addition, getting high scores in colleges are not that important as in high school. Therefore, remedial
instruction is not popular in universities and colleges.

Whether college students in China need remedial instruction requires more discussions and researches. In Qiong’s
study (2012), the method of e-learning was adopted to demonstrate the effectiveness of remedial instruction in College
English. It suggested methods such as individualized teaching, love-oriented teaching, motivation strategies and
instruction with the help of technology, to facilitate students’ listening comprehension. While Qiong’s study has
provided some important evidence for the positive effect of the remedial instruction in College English teaching, more
studies are clearly needed to confirm this positive effect, considering especially the following problems in Qiong’s
study. This study intended to solve the problems of students of low-achievement through e-learning, such as making the
PPT more attractive to students. It is effective to some extent. But some fundamental issue has not been covered. This
paper is going to approach this problem from two perspectives, the one is physiological and the other is concerned with
the most basic skills. In addition, as the fundamental capacity, listening is regarded as an important approach to English
capacity improvement.

IV. STRATEGY: BOOSTING SELF-CONFIDENCE IN ENGLISH LISTENING

Researches on improving listening comprehension for English as second language tend to lay great emphasis on
skills rather than other factors such as emotion or phycology. Habte-Gabr’s study (2006) has clearly shown that socio
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affective strategies play a major role in teaching mainstream subjects. It argued that socio-affective strategies were
those that involve stimulating learning through establishing a level of empathy between the instructor and student. In
Oxford’s study (1990), the socio affective strategies include factors such as emotions and attitudes. It is believed that
confidence in doing listening tasks is essential. It will help reduce the listeners’ anxiety and promote their motivation in
improving listening comprehension. According to Vandergrift, L. (2003), if the only purpose of using listening
activities is to test students’ comprehension ability, students would feel anxiety and under great presser, which would
obstruct students’ listening comprehension and confidence. Teachers shall use some strategies to guide students through
the process of listening. They shall not only instruct them to successfully complete a listening task, but also guide them
to have a clear picture of the whole process of listening, and motivate them to control their listening. In their influential
book Learning Strategies in Second Language Acquisition (2001), O‘Malley & Chamot offer an account of the nature
and significance of learning strategies, and demonstrate how to plan more effective instructional practices using the
strategies. They believe that affective strategies influenced the learning situation immediately.

Many teachers disregard the importance of students’’ confidence in learning English. They put more value on
students’ motivation. However, students with high motivation do not necessary perform well in both classroom study
and final examination. As one of the compulsory courses, college English takes 24 GPA points among. And usually if
students fail C-1, they would probably fail C-2, C-3, for C-1 is the most basic and easiest. Most universities and
colleges take the academic performance as the requirement for the entrance to the majors. If their GPA is not high
enough, they would be excluded from the most popular majors. In a word, students have the motivation to learn English
well. However, in each semester, there would be 10% of the C-level students fail the course. Most importantly, there are
a large number of students who is not allowed to have the graduation certificate because of their failure in this course.
They are allowed to re-attend the class after graduation, but most times they would fail again. This is partly because
they have no enough time to study during the workday compared with that when they were in the college. Although
some universities and colleges have abolished the regulation that students must pass the national English test: College
English Band 4 before their graduation, and there are many criticism against the test itself, there is still much applause
of college English in the labor market. Students are well conscious of the importance of college English and they
certainly have the motivation. The bad academic performance is not due to the lack of motivation, but something else.

From the conversations with C-level students and observation of their behaviors in the classroom, this paper believes
that lack of confidence in learning English count for much. C-level students do not necessary mean that they perform
not satisfactorily in all the subjects, such as math and physics. On the contrary, they are very intelligent in fields other
than English. In fact, in order to be enrolled by the universities, C-level students must have higher scores in other
subjects, for their English is not very good. They have problem in English learning, not learning itself. They are
confident in all subjects except English. And being categorized as C level, some students feel not very good. They
determined to go to B level, which indicates that their confidence has been harmed to some extent.

In order to boost students’ confidence of listening, teachers shall monitor all the process of listening tasks. Most
importantly, teachers shall help students set goals. It is definitely important to set goals in English learning. However,
C-level students are not able to set appropriate goals that can really motivate them and eventually help improve their
confidence in learning. Most students have a very vague purpose, such as passing the final examination, or improving
their English. But they have no specific measures of achieving these goals. Eventually they would totally forget what
they have determined to accomplish in this semester during the learning process, and when the final examination day is
approaching, they would feel intensely the anxiety and frustration. After several painful experiences, students would
gradually suggest to themselves that they do not have the ability to improve English, and eventually give up totally. In
this situation, teachers shall help them to set executable goals and plans step by step. Most college English teachers
regard students as adult who shall be responsible for their study. They believe that as a college student, one shall be able
to learn by oneself. However, for the C-level students, teachers shall help students build confidence step by step by
monitoring the whole listening process. They shall tell the students the purpose of each listening activity, and allow
them to have a clear idea of the results of listening by demonstrating the evaluation process.

Among the pre-listening activities, while-listening activities and post-listening activities, pre-reading activities shall
be the focus for C-level students’ teachers. Currently, in the College English classroom, while-listening activities and
post-listening activities have been conducted well, while the pre-listening activities are mostly ignored. This is largely
because of teachers’ concept that if students have done something related with what they are going to listen in the class,
they would pay less attention to the in-class listening activities. However, pre-listening activities are very important,
especially for the C-level students. This is not only because these activities would help students build their confidence
in listening, but also are positive in improving their listening comprehension. In the pre-listening activities, teachers
shall provide students with context information for the specific listening task and try to activate students’ prior
knowledge. This would help build up their expectations for the coming information.

V. STRATEGY: PRE-LISTENING VOCABULARY SUPPORT

Researches on ESL listening have found that pre-listening support is crucial to the effective of students’ listening
comprehension. Previewing the test questions, repetition of the input, providing background knowledge about the topic,
and vocabulary instruction are four types of the most used pre-listening supports. By comparing the effectiveness of the
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four types of pre-listening support, the research of Chang & Read (2006) showed that the most effective type of support
overall was providing information about the topic, followed by repetition of the input, and vocabulary instruction was
the least useful form of support. However, other researches have demonstrated that there are strong correlations between
vocabulary knowledge and listening comprehension (Bonk, 2000; Stahr, 2009). In Bonk’s study, 59 Japanese learners
of English as a foreign language (EFL) were examined to find the relationship between the students’ level of familiarity
with the lexis in the listening texts and their comprehension. It is found that participants knowing fewer than 75% of the
content words in the input texts, including nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs, were unable to have an acceptable
comprehension score. Those knowing more than 90% all demonstrated good comprehension. In short, the study argues
that ‘acceptable comprehension levels were significantly associated with higher text-lexis familiarity’ (Bonk, 2000).
Similarly, in Stahr’s study (2009) with 115 advanced Danish EFL learners, it was found that students with larger
vocabulary would perform more effective in their listening comprehension. It is implied that the size of one’s
vocabulary plays a very important a role in listening comprehension.

Researches not only demonstrated the importance of vocabulary in listening comprehension, but also noted the value
of lexical collocation instruction. In Hsu & Hsu’s study (2007), 34 English majors in two groups received three
different types of instruction: single-item vocabulary instruction, lexical collocation instruction, and no instruction in
each class, and right after the instruction they were requested to have a listening comprehension test. It is found that the
participants who received lexical collocation instruction had the highest score in the test. Hsu & Hsu’s study clearly
demonstrated the single-item vocabulary instruction is not effective compared with lexical collocation instruction.
However, the focus of most studies on pre-listening vocabulary instruction was on single words. Although single words
are certainly important, there are some shortages of instructions of such individual words. Firstly, such instructions
would isolate individual words from the overall content of the passage, thus making learners difficult to comprehend the
whole text. Secondly, such instructions do not help much the learners quickly and accurately parse the speech stream
into meaningful chunks (Conklin & Schmitt, 2008). In Pan et al.’s study (2018), multiword units are adopted to
facilitate listening comprehension. By investigating the effectiveness of two different levels of 18-week vocabulary
support, Pan et al. concluded that the expanded vocabulary support was particularly helpful for lower proficiency level
students.

While Pan et al.’s study has provided some important evidence for the positive effect of the instruction of multiword
units on listening; more studies are clearly needed to confirm this positive effect, considering especially the different
situations in different regions. In addition, usually in a technology college, the English proficiency level is varied, and
the situation in China is also different from that in Taiwan. Taken C-level students in Shanghai University as example,
this paper would demonstrate how the pre-listening vocabulary support enhances the students’ listening comprehension.
As stated above, C-level students in Shanghai University are from different provinces with different English education
background. Compared with other pre-listening support, these students are in great need of vocabulary support. And the
expanded vocabulary support would be more effective to enhance their listening comprehension and confidence in
listening. By comparing students with the expanded vocabulary support with those that received no expanded
vocabulary support, this paper intends to demonstrate how vocabulary instruction before the listening task facilitate
students’ listening comprehension.

A total of 78 first-year students from two C-level classes participated in this research. They would have two 45-
minute classes on Monday and two on Wednesday. All the participants in the two classes had studied English for at
least six years. They all have listening problems. During a ten-week semester, students from two classes were randomly
assigned to either the experimental (EG) or control (CG) groups. Throughout the course of College English for C-level
students, both EG and CG were assigned with same listening material and having same listening tests. The only
difference lies in the pre-listening vocabulary support. EG would receive multiword units vocabulary support while CG
not. These expanded vocabulary support activities were designed for students to have a better understanding not only of
the vocabulary itself, but also of the whole lexical structure.

Test results drawn from eight listening quizzes, midterm and final exams as well as responses to lexical intervention
questionnaires were collected. By analyzing the data collected, this research intended to answer the three research
questions: (1) What were the effects of pre-listening vocabulary support on the final performance of the college students?
(2) What types of listening behaviors did the treatment group exhibit? and (3) What were students’ perceptions of pre-
listening lexical support in regard to their listening tasks? It is found that the EG lower-proficiency students benefited
more from expanded listening support than their higher-proficiency counterparts did. In addition, from interview
surveys it is found that students have a positive overall opinion of the role that listening support played. By motivating
students to have control of their listening, this research would further facilitate students’ independent listening study. In
a word, pre-listening expanded vocabulary support can have strong and positive effect on ESL students with severe
listening disabilities.
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