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                                 Nam Dan 2 High School, Nghe An
                                                           ABSTRACT

This study was conducted to investigate difficulties faced by EFL teachers in teaching listening sections in “Tieng Anh 11” at high schools in Nghe An. To collect relatively objective information, a combination of both qualitative and quantitative approaches was used. Data collection instruments consisted of questionnaires, interviews and class observations. The data for the research came from two groups: EFL teachers and 11th form students at high schools in Nghe An. The first group involves 18 female teachers and 2 male ones who have been teaching listening skills in “Tieng Anh 11” to 11th grade students in Nghe An high schools. The second one comprises of 100 grade 11 students who are using “Tieng Anh 11” as their official English textbook at school. The findings pointed out that EFL teachers at high schools in Nghe An were encountering many difficulties in teaching listening skills in general, teaching listening sections in "Tieng Anh 11" in particular.  From the findings, the following implications were suggested: providing key words with their pronunciation before listening; guiding students what and how to do without understanding all the text; adapting listening tasks to suit students’ ability and using more interesting materials beside the textbook.
Key words: EFL teachers; difficulties; teaching listening; high schools; Tieng Anh 11
1. Rationale



Of the four language skills, listening has long been considered the most challenging and difficult one by both foreign language teachers and students. In reality, in many high schools in Vietnam in general and in Nghe An province in particular, teaching English listening skills has not been paid much attention to. As a result, the qualities and effectiveness of teaching and learning this skill are not really as good and high as expected. This study deals with teachers’ current and potential problems in teaching listening sections in “Tieng Anh 11” at high schools in Nghe An, examine teachers’ solutions to these difficulties and then propose appropriate teaching methods and strategies that can facilitate the English listening teaching.
2. Previous Studies Related to the Study

The issues of teaching and learning the listening skill have been particularly concerned by a lot of researchers. Yagang (1993) pointed out four major factors that made listening difficult to learners such as the message, the speaker, the listener and the physical setting. He also suggested some solutions to these problems. Olaofe (1994) studied teaching listening comprehension in large classes. He believed that students could get a lot even under these conditions. Jian (2005) paid much attention to teaching listening in a communicative classroom. She showed the disadvantages of traditional listening teaching and discovered some communicative ways to teach listening from her experience. Djiwandono (2006) indicated a technique for teaching listening comprehension that is a combination of cooperative and strategic learning. Le Thi Xuan Anh (2001) revealed that “Listening Strategies” were unconsciously used by Vietnamese students at tertiary level. She realized the relationship between the learners’ listening abilities and their strategy choice. Pham Thanh Vinh (2002) investigated the difficulties in listening faced by first-year students of English at Da Nang College of Education.  Phung Thi Hoai Thu (2008) examined listening difficulties perceived by teachers and students in using the new English textbook for grade 10 at Que Vo II upper-secondary school in Bac Ninh. It can be seen that most researchers mentioned focused on studying either the general principles for teaching listening skills or the problems faced by learners in learning listening and suggested solutions to improve their listening skill. Besides, their research subjects were mainly students at the tertiary level, not high school students. On the contrary, this study emphasizes the problems faced by Vietnamese high school teachers in teaching listening and their solutions. 
3. Definitions of Listening
Listening is theoretically considered as a process in which individuals concentrate on selected area of aural input, construct meaning from passages, and relate what they hear to existing knowledge (O’Malley, Chamot and Kupper (1989)).

Anderson and Lynch (1988) define listening as “the means to immediate oral production, the imitation of spoken forms”. Listeners hear the input as well as actively process the message to comprehend. The objective of listening comprehension is that the learners are able to talk and write about what they have heard after listening. 

Buck (2001, p.31) pointed out that listening was an active process of constructing meaning by utilizing knowledge to the incoming sound in which both linguistic and non-linguistic knowledge are involved. He indicated that “comprehension is affected by a wide range of variables, and that potentially any characteristic of the speaker, the situation or the listener can affect the comprehension of the message”.

In short, it can be said that listening is a language skill involving a wide range of “sub-skills”. It is more than simply hearing; it is “decoding” sounds and understanding the meaning behind those sounds.(Forseth, 1996)
4. Methodology

4.1 Informants of the Study

The data of the research were drawn from two groups: EFL teachers and 11th grade  students at high schools in Nghe An including Nam Dan II, Do Luong I, Ha Huy Tap. The first group involves 18 female teachers and 2 male ones who have been teaching listening skills in “Tieng Anh 11” Nghe An high schools. The majority of the teachers (55%) have been teaching for 5 to 10 years. 20% have been teaching for over ten years and 25% have been teaching for less than 5 years. 25% are currently teaching at a high school in a city, 40% are presently teaching at a high school in a town-let. The rest are currently teaching at a high school in a rural area. 

The second group comprises of 100 students grade 11 aged between 17 and 18 years old at high schools in Nghe An. They are using “Tieng Anh 11” as their official English textbook at present. 

4.2. Data Collection Instruments
Questionnaires and class observations helped the researcher collect main data for the study. Besides, informal interviews with the teachers were conducted so as to obtain more information. 

5. Difficulties in Learning and Teaching English Listening Skill in High Schools in Nghe An

5.1. Students’ Difficulties in Learning English Listening Skill in “Tieng Anh 11” 
5.1.1. Students’ Evaluation on Difficulty of Listening Tasks in "Tieng Anh 11" 
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Figure 5.1: Students’ Evaluation on Difficulty of Listening Tasks 
in "Tieng Anh 11"


Evaluating the difficulty of listening tasks in "Tieng Anh 11", a lot of students found it too difficult (20%) and difficult (52%). They said that although they were allowed to listen more than three times for each task, they could not catch any information and solve the listening task assigned. Meanwhile, 18% of the students thought that listening exercises in their textbook were a bit difficult. Only 10 out of 100 students (10%) confirmed that the tasks were appropriate for them. In fact, these were the best students who were good at listening. Surprisingly, no students in the survey found listening tasks easy. As for them, listening was really a big problem.


It was very significant for the teachers to know what listening activities were the most difficult for their students so that they could adapt the tasks appropriately. The following chart showed the students' comments on types of listening activities in the textbook "Tieng Anh 11".
5.1.2. Students’ Evaluation on Listening Activities in "Tieng Anh 11"
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                  Figure 5.2: Students’ Evaluation on Listening Activities in "Tieng Anh 11"
According to the chart, most of the students, accounting for 75%, considered Questions and Answers the most difficult activity to deal with. The second option chosen by 10% of the students was gap-filling. They admitted that gap-filling, especially gap-filling without given words were sometimes too demanding for them. In this situation, they all wanted their teachers to simplify the task by giving options for them to listen and choose. 7% of the respondents agreed that multiple-choice activity was the most difficult. Although this kind of activities was not too difficult for the students to do, it sometimes made them confused when the choices were nearly similar to each other. Interestingly, 5% of the students stated that T/F statement activity was sometimes very difficult especially when their teachers asked them for explanation and correction. As for 3 students, making up 3%, information gap was really the most difficult. They argued that they needed to have the ability of note-taking to do this kind of activity. 

5.2. Listening Teaching Difficulties Perceived by Teachers

Table 5.1: Difficulties in Teaching Listening Perceived by Teachers

	Difficulties
	Teachers (No = 20)
	 (%)

	Students’ low motivation or passive attitude 
	13
	65

	Students’ limited vocabulary
	17
	85

	Large classes and mixed ability
	15
	75

	Lack of teaching facilities and teaching aids
	7
	35

	Listening tasks dissatisfy students’ needs and levels 
	13
	65

	Time limitation for curriculum 
	9
	45

	Lack of experience in teaching listening
	2
	10

	Others 
	1
	5


It is revealed from the findings that the biggest difficulty preventing them from teaching listening skills was their students' limited vocabulary. 85% of the teachers complained that their students' current vocabulary was too little to comprehend the listening passage. As a result, the teachers always had to spend too much time presenting new words and their pronunciation before asking their students to listen to the recording. Then the teachers could not finish the listening lessons just within a 45-minute period in the class.


Another considerable difficulty for 75% of the teachers was large classes and mixed ability. They agreed that the big class size could not meet the demand of the communicative language approach. The big-sized classes caused background noise which distracted students from listening as well as the teachers' observations and assistance to individuals. Indeed, the noise could take students' mind off the content of the listening passage. Students usually had troubles in getting concentration and hearing the sounds clearly, especially the students in the  back rows of the class. Apart from the big class-size, different levels of proficiency of the students in each class made it difficult for the teachers in designing and organizing the listening activities in the classroom because the better students could take part in the activities whereas the weaker students seemed to be left behind and did nothing except doing private things in the class or just copied the answers provided by the teachers. 


As for 65% of the informants, their obstacle to listening teaching resulted from their students' low motivation and passive attitude towards listening classes. In the interviews, one teacher explained that "The listening skill is not included in the tests and exams, which decreases students' interests and efforts in learning listening skill". Therefore, most of the students showed reluctance to the listening lesson when they did not comprehend the listening message at all. In addition, there was no cooperation between the partners in a group. Thus, the lower-level students tended to become passive in listening lessons. They relied so much on the teachers and their partners.


The same proportion of the teachers (65%) argued that listening tasks dissatisfied their students' needs and levels of proficiency. That resulted from long and difficult listening texts including a lot of new words or new structures. Actually, it was very difficult for the teachers to motivate students when listening tasks were higher than students' level. According to these teachers, inappropriate listening tasks took them much time to adapt to all levels of students.


45% of the teachers from the questionnaire said that limited time for the curriculum was their big problem. In reality, they usually had to stop the lessons right after students finished listening tasks assigned because time allocation for one listening period was over. It was possible to say that time management was also an art of language teaching which currently challenged many communicative language teachers. It referred to a well-organized teaching procedure and teachers' ability to control and balance the time for their presentation and students' activities. Most of these teachers acknowledged time needed for each stage of a listening lesson in theory and they tried to make the best use of it. However, their failure was inevitable and understandable for a lot of reasons such as poor-equipped classroom condition, students' low level of proficiency and background knowledge, teachers' lack of experience and inappropriate methods and techniques in teaching listening, etc.


Lack of teaching facilities and teaching aids was the main difficulty for 35% of the respondents. The classes were not equipped with modern technology and facilities. As Yagang stated, "listening material on tape or radio lacks visual and aural environmental clues” (1993: 191). Indeed, the students would find it more difficult to understand the speaker's meaning if they did not see the speaker's body language and facial expressions. In contrast, with video tapes, students could "see people speaking” and "have a visual context for what is being said” (Harmer, 1994: 214). That reinforced their listening comprehension strongly. On the other hand, there was a fact that some of them usually read the tape scripts instead of using the cassette-players. They complained that the cassette-players in their school did not often work for a long time before they were repaired. This reality made them tired in teaching listening lessons and students had fewer opportunities to approach the real language through listening to native speakers.

Only 2 out of 20 teachers (10%) got obstacles in teaching listening classes because they lacked teaching experience to facilitate their listening lessons. From the class observation, they accurately followed the contents, instructions and tasks given in the textbook step by step. All they did were to present the new words, give the instructions, and ask students to read the requirements, read the text or play the tapes twice or three times for students to listen to. Finally, they told students to do the summary or answer the questions given. In other words, there was no difference or significance between a listening lesson and the other skills. Additionally, these teachers had few chances to attend workshops on listening teaching innovation at high school by trainers in Department of Education and Training in Nigh An. Therefore, teaching listening was really a big challenge for them.  

5. Suggestions for Teachers to Increase the Effectiveness of the Listening Teaching
5.1. Student Informants' Suggestions


First of all, it is very important for us to listen to students' expectations to help them learn listening sections in "Ting An 11" more effectively. From their recommendations, teachers and educators should work out the best solutions to increase the effectiveness of the listening teaching and learning in general and the teaching and learning listening sections in "Ting An 11" in particular. The information collected was reported as follows:

Table 5.2: Student Informants' ' Suggestions for Better Listening Teaching and Learning

	Suggestions
	Informants (No= 100)
	 (%)

	Facilities
	More modern technology or facilities: computers, CDs, cassettes, etc.
	61
	61%

	
	More supplementary references to improve listening skill
	40
	40%

	Teachers
	Using more interesting listening activities
	54
	54%

	
	Adapting listening activities more suitable to students’ levels
	74
	74%

	
	Guiding and instructing students how to listen and do the task, emphasize the purposes or key words (equipping students with necessary strategies in listening)
	98
	98%

	
	Providing background information and vocabulary for listening activities
	100
	100%



First of all, before making decisions on solutions to overcome the difficulties in teaching listening, the teachers should understand their students' expectations for effective listening classes. From the students’ recommendations, teachers and educators could work out the best solutions to increase the effectiveness of the listening teaching and learning. Two aspects should be taken into consideration to make some changes for the current problems: facilities, teachers' methodology.
All the students (100%) expected their teachers to provide them with background information and vocabulary needed before asking them to listen. Essential listening strategies to deal with each kind of tasks in the class were wanted by 98% of the student informants. They required that the teachers should guide and instruct them how to listen and do the task, emphasize the purposes or key words. A remarkable number of them (74%) desired to be given listening activities more suitable to their levels of knowledge. As having appropriate listening activities for high school students is one effective way to increase their participation in listening classes, EFL teachers should pay more attention to this factor in the English teaching process. In addition, 54% of the students expected the teachers and educators to design more interesting listening activities in order to stimulate their interests and motivation.


In terms of facilities, 61% of the informants hoped that their teachers would use more modern technology or facilities such as computers, CDs, cassettes, etc. They said that they were always eager to watch the videotapes and listen to the speech at the same time. What is more, more supplementary references to improve listening skills were desired by 40% of them.  
5.2. Teacher Informants' Suggestions

Table 5.2: Teacher Informants' Suggestions for Better Listening Lessons

	Suggestions
	Informants (N= 20)
	 (%)

	Using interesting games to motivate students
	14
	60

	Providing key words with their pronunciation before listening
	19
	95

	Having students work in groups and do different tasks
	11
	55

	Guiding students what and how to do without understanding all the text.
	17
	85

	Bringing the teaching facilities from home (if you have)
	3
	15

	Adapting listening tasks to suit students’ ability
	18
	90

	Cutting off unnecessary activities and focus on the main ones
	3
	15

	Using more interesting materials beside the textbook (e.g. English songs, video)
	16
	80%

	Providing regular workshops or programs to exchange experiences and train teachers’ methodology
	10
	50%



Firstly, a majority of the teacher informants (95%) emphasized that they should provide key words with their pronunciation for their students before asking them listen to the passage. According to these informants, this way could solve students' limited vocabulary and pronunciation problem. Similar results were realized in the class observations. However, to some students, such support was likely not enough for them to comprehend the listening passage since their students lacked too much vocabulary and structures. 


Secondly, as for 90% of the informants, adapting listening activities to suit students’ ability was the best solution. Teachers' adaptation is also to make textbook lessons more communicative. This depended on the level of difficulty of the activities to each class. Through the interviews and class observations, the author found that teachers' adaptation of the listening activities in the textbook often occurred when the activities were higher than their students' level of proficiency and some of the requirements were too long and unnecessary. 


Thirdly, in regard to listening strategies, guiding students on what and how to do without understanding all the text was proposed by 85% of the teachers. From the class observations, most students lacked appropriate strategies when dealing with the listening tasks. They tended to listen to the passage and translate what they heard into their mother tongue to understand the meaning. They always tried to listen and remember 100% of information they heard. As a result, they failed to clarify and focus on the main and necessary information. Also, students often paused at any new words and missed the next part while they were listening. For these above reasons, the teachers realized that giving instructions and advice about what and how to listen was a good way to increase the effectiveness of their students' listening.   


Another solution suggested by 80% of the informants was to use more interesting materials beside the textbook. Most interviewed teachers complained that they could not have effective listening lessons with the poor listening materials lacking authenticity. Therefore, it was very significant for them to use other supplementary materials such as English songs, English speaking films, British or American culture videotapes, etc. 


Next, to the problem of students' low motivation or passive attitudes towards listening teaching, 12 out of 20 teachers, up to 60%, thought that interesting games were a useful way to enhance the students' motivation because games were often preferred by most students. 

55% of the informants agreed that they had better have students work in groups and do different listening activities. In the interviews, they explained that many students enjoyed group activities to exchange knowledge and share their answers with each other. Especially for weaker students who did not hear anything, the cooperation among the members of the group could support them a lot. What is more, dividing listening activities into different parts and assigning each part to each group could help the teachers finish the listening activities on time. Nevertheless, the class observations revealed that this way was rarely employed by the teachers in Nghe An high schools since it was not easy to control all the groups and their work separately. In fact, each group just focused so much on their own duty that they hardly paid attention to the others' work. As a result, they just understood their listening part and achieved little from the other groups. A suggestion is that the teachers should only do this technique for excellent students because it seems to be unsuitable to low-leveled students.


The next recommendation was that the educators or trainers from Department of Education and Training in Nghe An province would provide regular workshops or programs to exchange experiences and train teachers’ methodology. 


Regarding the time limitation in listening classes, most teachers interviewed wished to have more time to finish the lessons. Nevertheless, it seemed to be impossible because of the planned programme at all high schools in the whole country. Therefore, only 15% of the teachers offered that they had to cut off unnecessary activities and focus on the main ones.
The same proportion of the informants (15%) suggested that teachers should bring the teaching facilities from home if they had so that they could be ready for every situation. From the class observations, the researchers found that some teachers sometimes took their computers to their schools because they could not read the listening passage for continuously to the class whereas the cassette-recorders in their school did not work anymore. 

6. Conclusion


In conclusion, the findings of the study pointed out that EFL teachers at high schools in Nghe An were encountering many difficulties in teaching listening sections in "Tieng Anh 11" in particular and listening skills in general. A lot of solutions were recommended by informants to overcome these obstacles. However, in order to set up the attractive and interesting listening lessons for students, these solutions should be taken into consideration by educators, trainers and teachers of English as much as possible. 
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