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THE ROLE OF LISTENING IN DEVELOPING PRIMARY
STUDENTS’ SPEAKING SKILLS

Abstract: This paper aims to explore the role of listening in developing primary students’
speaking skills. For the purpose of this paper an experimental research was conducted in the
primary school “Milica MiloSevi¢“ in Jagnjilo. A sample of ten students of the first grade, age
7, participated in this study by doing a speaking test and a listening comprehension test. The
researcher used the instrument of assessment to measure the effectiveness of the TPR method in
the form of a pre-test and post-test to assess changes. In addition, the post-test was also carried
out regarding the listening comprehension, while pre-test and post-test dealt only with oral pro-
duction of vocabulary items. The study shows that TPR method influences long-term retention
to a great extent and is effective in acquiring new vocabulary items. Findings also indicate that
TPR can be an effective tool to help raise an affective filter and motivate students to be more
active. Due to the fact that during a learning-teaching activity, students do not only listen to the
teacher’s explanations, they become active by responding to the commands from the teacher or
they could give commands as well.

Keywords: listening skills, Total Physical Response, long-term retention, oral production.

1. INTRODUCTION

Out of the four basic language skills, listening, a passive, receptive skill, has
long been neglected by researchers. Only in recent years, with the development and
increasing use of digital technologies in teaching, the skill of listening and listening
comprehension has gained importance. We listen and do, we listen and point, we
listen and draw etc. Speaking emerges much later, when we are ready. Without
pressure we develop our speaking skills as well. A few years will pass before we
begin to understand the written word. The same pattern should be followed when
teaching the target language to young learners. Physical activity is a very impor-
tant aspect in child’s development both physically and intellectually. By using the
Total Physical Response method (Asher 1968) in teaching the target language we
can be sure that we chose the best method for young learners because it is fun, it
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is relevant and it works. When we add songs, chants and rhymes on top of it, the
success is guaranteed. Soon the speaking will emerge and open the door to a whole
new world of a foreign language.

The skills of listening and speaking in a foreign language are inextricably
linked. In Serbian teaching context listening and speaking dominate the first two
years of English language teaching in primary schools (Education Gazette 2018).
This is the precious time for teachers to develop those skills in their students and
to lay down the foundation for further language development. It is also the perfect
time to embed the love for English language learning through fun activities incor-
porating listening (songs, chants, stories, etc.) and speaking (short answers, simple
rhymes, chunks of speech, simple sentences, etc.).

2. RESEARCH BACKGROUND

A lot of research has been done in the field of listening in the past. Richards
(2008), Nunan (1998), Shin and Crandall (2013), Morley (1991) are just a few of
the researchers whose work is essential for the purpose of this paper. The role of
listening has changed in recent years: “In recent years, listening has also been ex-
amined in relation not only to comprehension but also to language learning” (Rich-
ards 2008). In Teaching Listening and Speaking from Theory to Practice, Richards
considers listening from two different perspectives: listening as comprehension and
listening as acquisition. Listening as comprehension views listening as the process
of understanding spoken language while it is being spoken. Decoding the sounds
and linguistic characteristics of spoken language, comprehending vocabulary and
grammar, determining the speaker’s intentions, and isolating the key ideas and
supporting information are all part of listening comprehension. According to this
viewpoint, listening is a crucial receptive skill that students need in order to under-
stand and participate in communication (Richards 2008).

Listening as acquisition acknowledges that learners can pick up new vo-
cabulary, grammatical structures, pronunciation patterns and discourse methods
through exposure to spoken language. Listening input plays a crucial role in shaping
learners’ language competence and helps them internalize linguistic elements and
develop their overall language proficiency. In this sense, listening is not just a skill
to be practiced but also a process of acquiring language subconsciously (Richards
2008).

According to Nunan (1998: 1), listening is often either overlooked or under-
valued, even though over 50% of the time that students spend learning a foreign
language will be through listening. In his research Nunan describes the nature of
the listening process stating that two views have dominated over the last twenty
years. Those are bottom-up processing view and top-down interpretation view. The
bottom-up processing model assumes that listening is a process of decoding the
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sounds that one hears in a linear fashion, from the smallest meaningful units to
complete texts, in which meaning itself is derived as the last step in the process
(Ibid.).

Some examples of listening activities for young learners that focus on bot-
tom-up processing skills are match the word and a picture, fill in the blanks of a
transcript etc. (Shin, Crandall 2013).

Top-down view suggests that the listener actively reconstructs the original
meaning of the speaker using incoming sounds as clues. In this process, the listener
uses prior knowledge of the context and situation within which the listening takes
place to make sense of what he or she hears (Nunan 1998). Top-down processing
starts with schemata or background knowledge based on the context of the com-
munication. Instead of focusing on linguistic parts of the utterance, learners learn
how to gain meaning from the context and might be able to predict what will be
said (Shin, Crandall 2013). For young learners it is important to help them with
the context by using pictures or realia in pre-listening tasks.

Nunan (1998) points out that an important theoretical foundation to the ‘top-
down’ approach is schema theory. Schema theory is based on the notion that past
experiences lead to the creation of mental frameworks that help us make sense of
new experiences. Schema building tasks should precede the listening.

Morley (1991: 82) argues that listening is the most common communica-
tive activity in daily life: “On average, we can expect to listen twice as much as we
speak, four times more than we read, and five times more than we write.”

As it is the most used of four skills, it is essential to help our learners to be
able to listen well and gain meaning from listening input. It is also important to
incorporate authentic listening skills that children do in their real lives (Shin, Cran-
dall 2013). In Teaching Young Learners English — from theory to practice, Shin and
Crandall give some important considerations for teaching listening also describing
bottom-up and top-down approaches as well as the importance of schemata (back-
ground knowledge).

According to Shin (TEYL channel 2018), there is an enormous amount of
listening in English classes for young learners. It is the main source of communica-
tion between teacher and young learners. It is also important for obtaining compre-
hensible input that is necessary for language development. Therefore, teachers of
young learners have to be very conscious about their approach to giving students
listening input. Shin describes several principles for designing listening activities
for young learners from preparing teacher talk, using activities reflecting real-life
listening, keeping listening active with listening tasks to developing guesswork
strategies (Shin, Crandall 2013).

Crnogorac StaniSljevi¢ (2018) has done a qualitative research “Compen-
sation Strategies in Developing the Language Skill of Listening in Teaching the
English Language” at the University of Novi Sad. She argues that the development
of listening skills is facilitated for students by the use of language learning strate-
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gies, especially compensation strategies. The results of the research show that the
students with advanced knowledge of English use compensation strategies, but they
are not aware of them and they do not know how much the strategies can help them
in mastering the listening skill (Ibid.).

Miéi¢ and Cajka (2013) deal with listening strategies in higher education,
mainly providing an overview of research with a focus on current problems in Eng-
lish language teaching in Serbia. Cirkovié-Miladinovi¢ (2019) deals with affective
strategies while Radi¢-Bojani¢ (2013) studies social strategies in the acquisition of
metaphorical vocabulary of the English language. TiSma’s research (2016) deals
with improving comprehension skills relying on metacognitive strategies.

Regarding the research in the region, Patekar (2013) from Rijeka dealt with
listening strategies in English language teaching. Patekar (Ibid.) brings the litera-
ture overview focused on the problems of listening in foreign language, finding the
differences in using listening strategies, as well as determining the characteristics
of successful listeners. In the second part of his research Patekar (Ibid.) talks about
teaching listening strategies in foreign language curriculum.

When we compare the volume of research it is evident that we lack research
in the field of listening in Serbia. As it is an irreplaceable technique in the first two
years of teaching English to primary school students, it is of utmost importance to
further develop the research in this area. This paper will focus on listening through
actions and movement, the so called TPR (Total Physical Response) method.

3. TOTAL PHYSICAL RESPONSE

The Total Physical Response method was designed to improve the listening
comprehension of a foreign language by Asher in the late 1960’s (Asher 1968).
The idea was to give a physical response, to move your body when you hear the
command in a foreign language. It is widely used by teachers of primary students
as it provides a pleasant atmosphere for learning, lowering the affective filter at
the same time. It is a combination of language and gesture which makes language
acquisition memorable and natural. One important aspect of this method is that stu-
dents are not expected to speak while performing actions, thus avoiding pressure for
oral production and creating stress-free atmosphere (Asher 2007, in: Savi¢ 2014).

For Asher, comprehension is very important and it should be developed be-
fore speaking if we want to succeed in learning a foreign language. Asher explains
that everywhere in the world, while acquiring mother tongue, children develop
comprehension first and speaking comes much later. He also points out that com-
prehension and speaking are located in different areas of the brain. Speaking comes
from Broca’s area in the frontal lobe of the left brain, while comprehension happens
in Wernicke’s area in the temporal lobe (Asher 2007).
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In the same manner Asher warns about brain overload that can happen when
teachers ask students to listen and repeat at the same time, because both brain areas
(Broca’s and Wernicke’s) are active at the same time which has a slow learning
and short-term retention as a consequence. Asher points out that translation does
not help as it does not create believable experiences for students, while TPR is an
alternative which creates facts that help with long-term comprehension and reten-
tion (Ibid.).

As Savic (2014) asserts, it is of great importance to use gestures with lis-
tening comprehension in order to increase long-term retention: “Brain processes
information faster and accepts it as reliable if listening is followed by movement
(right brain learning), without speaking or translation (left brain learning)” (Asher
2007, in: Savic 2014: 448).

4. METHODOLOGY

4.1. PROCEDURE

The research was carried out with seven-year-old students (first grade) of
primary school in Jagnjilo, Serbia. This group was chosen because they have just
started learning English language and the TPR method is suitable for learning new
vocabulary items. As the school has two first grades in two separate villages, one
group served as control group and the other as experimental. The researcher used
the instrument of assessment test to measure the effectiveness of the TRP method
in the form of a pre-test and post-test to assess changes. The test consisted of six
vocabulary items that children were asked to identify. At the beginning of the
lesson the researcher organized an oral pre-test. Students were asked to name the
objects in the picture. As the objects were mainly unknown to students, very few
could name one object, not more than that. While trying to give an answer, many
gave wrong but approximate answers: instead of ’a notebook’ they said it is ’a
book’, instead of ’a teacher’, they said it is ’you’ (pointing to the researcher), etc. In
addition, the post-test was also carried out regarding the listening comprehension
(choosing the image of a named vocabulary item) while pre-test and post-test dealt
with oral production of vocabulary items. The research was small-scale regarding
the number of participants. The number of participants was limited as the number
of students attending the school where the research was carried out is small. Only
ten students participated, five in each group: two girls and three boys in the experi-
mental group and one girl and four boys in the control group. The small number of
students was due to the total number of students in the class. The time frame for
the research was short, five days from the beginning of the experiment till the end.
The purpose of the pre-test was to determine how familiar students were with the
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vocabulary items before the lesson. The post-test was carried out at the end of the
lesson and again after five days to check the long-term retention.

4.2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Is TPR more effective in acquiring new vocabulary items compared to tra-
ditional teaching?

Does TPR contributes to a long-term retention of vocabulary items?

Is TPR more effective in oral production or listening comprehension?

5. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The results of the research are given in the form of tables for both the con-
trol and the experimental group, as well as for both oral production and listening
comprehension. The total number of vocabulary items to be learned is six as it is
a standard number for this age in English curriculum for Serbian teaching context.

ORAL PRODUCTION

Name the objects (a notebook, a bag, a teacher, a table, a lunchbox, a class-
room).

Table 1. The scores of the control group (oral)

Student 1 2 3 4 5 Mean
Before standard lesson 0/6 1/6 0/6 0/6 1/6 0,07
After standard lesson 0/6 3/6 0/6 0/6 1/6 0,13
Five days after standard lesson 0/6 3/6 0/6 0/6 2/6 0,16

Table 2. The scores of the experimental group (oral)

Student 1 2 3 4 5 Mean
Before TPR lesson 0/6 0/6 0/6 1/6 1/6 0,07
After TPR lesson 3/6 3/6 0/6 3/6 4/6 0,43
Five days after TPR lesson 2/6 4/6 1/6 5/6 5/6 0,57

It is worth pointing out that both control and experimental group had the
same mean result of a pre-test (0,07), which suggests that the groups were even at
the beginning of a procedure, regarding the background knowledge.

What followed was a typical PPP lesson with control group where the re-
searcher presented the vocabulary items using visual input, practiced the correct
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pronunciation with each student and at the end of the lesson they interacted with
each other using the vocabulary items.

The researcher carried out a TPR lesson with experimental group, involv-
ing the active participation of the students. They were standing in the classroom,
listening to the teacher presenting vocabulary items and miming it. After miming
together with the teacher, the students played a few games involving moving freely
around the classroom, miming and guessing the items.

After the lesson the same test was given to both control and experimental
group. The results showed that students in experimental group where TPR method
was applied, managed to memorize more vocabulary items from the pictures than
students in control group (without TPR).

After five days the same oral test was given to both groups. The results of
the experimental group showed that students could name more items than on the
second test (immediately after the lesson), except for one student that named one
item less. While students in the control group showed the same level of knowledge
(as on the test immediately after the lesson), except for one student that named one
item more. What is interesting is that students from the experimental group used
the practiced movements from TPR activities in order to recall the name of the
item from the picture.

This clearly shows that TPR method influences long term retention to a great
extent and is more effective in acquiring new vocabulary items.

LISTENING COMPREHENSION

Worksheet: School time
Listen and circle (a bag, a notebook, a lunchbox, a teacher, a classroom)
*The sixth vocabulary item has already been circled as an example

Table 3. The scores of the control group (written)

Student 1 2 3 4 5 Mean
After 1st standard lesson 2/5 5/5 3/5 5/5 5/5 0,80
Five days after standard lesson 1/5 5/5 2/5 5/5 5/5 0,72

Table 4. The scores of the experimental group (written)

Student 1 2 3 4 5 Mean
After 1st TPR lesson 1/5 4/5 1/5 5/5 5/5 0,64
Five days after TPR lesson 5/5 5/5 4/5 5/5 5/5 0,96

After the first lesson, a listening comprehension test (recognition test) was
given to the students. The students were required to listen and circle the item they
hear. The results showed that students in both experimental and control group
could recognize and circle more items than they could name orally. Control group
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students could recognize and circle more items than students in experimental group
after the first lesson, which was surprising. Although after five days experimental
group students’ results were almost 100%, with only one student being unable to
circle all the correct items (only one wrong answer given), control group students
showed a slight decrease in number of correct answers.

On this sample, the research has shown that TPR method is more effective
in listening comprehension, i.e. recognition of items, than in oral production.

This finding is supported by a previous study, conducted by Shi from China,
where the researcher gives a comprehensive list of advantages of the TPR teaching
method. Another study by Nuareni (2019) from Indonesia states that after imple-
menting TPR method periodically, students were very enthusiastic, focused, and
interactive in the learning activities, especially in vocabulary and comprehension.

6. CONCLUSION

As anticipated, this research has shown that TPR is a very powerful tool for
teachers of primary school students. It has also shown that the TPR method influ-
ences a long-term retention of vocabulary items, so it would be a useful technique
to apply when presenting new vocabulary for the first time. The best way to develop
students’ speaking skills is through listening and movement. In the same manner
Savi¢ (2014) points out that the potential of TPR is to develop not only children’s
listening comprehension, but also a solid vocabulary and grammar foundation for
speaking and communication activities.

Since the foreign language learning programme in the first and second grade
of primary school in Serbia is free from writing and reading, as well as explicit
explanations of grammar rules, this is a valuable period for encouraging and get-
ting students used to spontaneously applying the learned words and expressions in
everyday situations in and outside the classroom.

Pantomime (as a type of drama technique), as well as the method of TPR,
are very popular and effective, not only at this age but later as well. They are espe-
cially suitable for students with kinaesthetic learning style who often have problems
with concentration (translating the spoken word into movement and vice versa).
These techniques are suitable for introducing and practicing all kinds of words
(nouns — parts of the body, animals, toys, etc.; verbs — get up, sit down, raise an
object, lower an object etc.; adjectives to describe states and feelings — happy, sad,
hungry, thirsty etc.).

The method most often used in English language classrooms in Serbia is
communicative method that includes listening and showing, listening and repeat-
ing, listening and circling, role playing, simulations, singing songs, TPR, acting,
pantomime, etc. The fact that the two aspects addressed in this paper are a huge
part of school curriculum justifies further research in more details.
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Regarding the results of this research, the influence of TPR in students’ lis-
tening skill can be seen from the significant increase of the pre-test and post-test
scores of the students of the experimental group. Although the scores of the con-
trol group increased as well, the rate of the increase was not as high as the one of
the experimental group. This finding is supported by Asher (1968), as mentioned
that TPR method was designed to improve listening comprehension of a foreign
language by having subjects give a physical response when they heard a foreign
utterance. TPR encourages the students to be more active. It is because during
learning-teaching activity students do not only listen to the teacher’s explanations,
but they become active by responding to the commands from the teacher or they
could give commands as well.

For further research, researchers can observe the influence of TPR on dif-
ferent ages and investigate the influence of TPR on other language skills, such as
reading and writing. Another suggestion is to do research on a larger scale, with
a different sample size as it can yield more reliable results. The limitation of this
paper is in the number of participants due to the small number of children in the
first grade.
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Hymmna M. Kannuh Hajuh

OHI ,,Mummna Munommesuh”
Jarmnno

VJIOT'A CIIVIOHAIBA Y PA3BOJY 'OBOPHIX BEIITHUHA
YYEHUKA OCHOBHUX HIKOJIA

Pesume: OBaj pax uma 3a Wb 1A UCTPAXKU YJIOTY CIyIIaka y pa3BOjy TOBOPHUX
BEINTHHA yYeHNKa OCHOBHHX IIKOJIA. 3a MOTpede OBOT pajia CIIPOBEICHO je eKCIIepUMEH-
TAJHO UCTPAKMBAbE Y OCHOBHO] IIKOJIH. Y30paK of 10 y4yeHuKa npBor pa3pena, CTapoCTH
7 rozMiHa, yYECTBOBAO je Y OBOM MCTpaKUBarby pajehn ycMEeHH TeCT U TecT pa3yMeBarba
ciymama. McrpakuBay je KOpHCTHO HHCTPYMEHT IpolieHe 3a Meperbe epukacHoct TITP
MeTtoje (MeToe ToTaTHOT (pusmukor oarosopa — Total Physical Response — TPR) y odnuxy
Ipe-TecTa ¥ MOCT-TecTa 3a NpolieHy rnpomene. [lopen Tora, cripoBesieH je M MOCT-TeCT y
TIOIVIe/ly pasyMeBama CiIyllama, IOK Cy Ce Mpe-TecT U MOCT-TeCT DaBUIIM CaMO YCMEHOM
npoaykirjom BokaOyaapa. Ctyauja nokasyje na TIIP meTtosna y Besiukoj Mepu yTuue Ha
IYTOTpajHO 3aapKaBarke 1 Aa je e(puKacHa y ycBajamy HOBUX peun. Hamasu takohe moka-
3yjy na TIIP mosxe dutu epukacan ajaT Koju IOMaxe y yKjiamamy ageKTUBHOT (puiitepa
Y MOTHBHILIE YUeHUKe [a Oyly aKTMBHHWjH Ha 4acy. To je 3aTo IITO TOKOM aKTHBHOCTH
yuera M HacTaBe yYEHHUIM He camo Ja ciyllajy odjallmkerha HaCTaBHUKA, Beh rmocTajy
AKTUBHH O/iroBapajyiin Ha KOMaHe HACTABHUKA MJIM MOTY [1a JIajy KOMaHJe.

Knyune peuu: BelITUHA Cymama, ToTasHA pusnuku oarosop (TIIP), nyrorpajao
namhemwe, ycMeHa poayKIuja.
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