
Instruction:                                                Listening Comprehension 

http://www.cal.org/adultspeak/instruction/listening-comprehension.html 

You can prepare students to understand everyday speech by doing practice activities that focus on various 

elements of listening comprehension. During instruction, make an effort to incorporate a variety of level-

appropriate question types related to typical conversational topics that students can practice recognizing, 

asking, and responding to, such as: 

 

 Yes/No questions (Do you like to swim? Are you busy after class?) 

 Choice questions (Do you prefer coffee or tea?) 

 Information questions (Who is your favorite person? What do you like to do on Sundays? When did you 

arrive in the United States? Where do you usually buy your groceries? Why are you studying English? How 

often do you usually exercise?) 

 Open-ended and opinion questions (What do you see in this picture? What do you think about education 

in the United States? Do you agree with this statement?) 

 Compare-and-contrast questions (Do you celebrate your birthday in the United States in the same way as 

you do in your country?) 

 

Activities by Proficiency Level 

For students at lower proficiency levels (SPLs 0–3), listening comprehension practice can focus on listening 

and identifying, following directions, asking and answering basic questions related to immediate needs, 

indicating level of comprehension, and targeted listening for particular language features. For example, have 

students do the following: 

 Use pictures and flashcards to identify vocabulary words  

 Listen and select, draw, perform, or write a response  

 Describe pictures to determine what is the same/different  

 Follow two- or three-step instructions to complete a simple task or put a series of pictures in order  

 Practice with numbers that sound similar (e.g., 13/30, 15/50)  

 Practice simple phrases to ask for clarification or repetition at work  

 Complete cloze dictations by listening for specific information/words in a sentence  

 Listen for intonation and stress in a sentence or question  

 Show understanding through gestures and simple responses  

For students at higher proficiency levels (SPLs 4–8), listening comprehension practice can focus on listening 

and summarizing, listening to extended speech, responding appropriately, retelling stories, and building 

vocabulary to increase comprehension on a variety of topics. For example, have students do the following: 

 Listen to a conversation or story and then summarize the main points  
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 Ask appropriate follow-up questions based on previously asked questions  

 Gradually increase the number of details to listen for in an extended speech sample  

 Listen for specific information over the telephone or in a recorded message  

 Identify information from reported speech  

 Listen to speech samples from television, radio, video, and the Internet on a variety of topics with related 

vocabulary development exercises  

 Determine meaning from idioms and phrasal verbs commonly used in conversation  

 Listen and understand rapid, colloquial, or regional speech  

 Distinguish between descriptions of comparing and contrasting  

 Respond to reduced speech and linked words (e.g., “Do you want to go to the store?” becoming             

“Wanna go-duh thuh store?”)  

 Make predictions and inferences from available information and context clues  

 Recognize and respond to the use of pragmatic speech acts (i.e., “Do you have a watch?” in order to ask 

someone for the time)  

 Identify the main idea, supporting details, and concluding idea in a speech sample 
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Instruction:                                           Language Complexity Activities 

http://www.cal.org/adultspeak/instruction/language-complexity.html 

Language complexity activities focus on getting students to express their ideas in specific, authentic contexts 

with increasingly higher levels of proficiency. Whereas beginning language learners often struggle to express 

themselves in complete sentences, more proficient learners have developed language skills that indicate 

fluency. As language learners become more proficient in English, they use more complex vocabulary and 

language structures creatively to express ideas and opinions and to respond to different kinds of questions. 

In communicative language instruction, language complexity does not focus on grammatical accuracy or 

“correct” English; rather, it is demonstrated through a student’s ability to convey meaning in an increasingly 

organized and detailed way. For example, meaning is conveyed in proficient ways through: 

 Precise vocabulary that conveys meaning succinctly  

 Strings of phrases and sentences that go beyond the simple subject-verb-object structure  

 Longer sentences with details that enrich and elaborate on the speaker’s meaning  

 Transition words (e.g., because, but, if, however, so that) to link two or more ideas within a sentence or 

string of sentences  

 Organization words (e.g., first, then, consequently, finally) to link two or more ideas within extended speech  

 Descriptive language (e.g., reasons, examples, explanations, opinions) that develop ideas in detail  

 

Activities by Proficiency Level 

For students at lower proficiency levels (SPLs 0–3), language complexity can be developed through practicing 

word order and building sentence structure in English, developing basic vocabulary and descriptive language, 

sequencing events in logical order, and learning formulaic chunks of language. For example, have students do 

the following: 

 Put words written on index cards in order to create sentences  

 Create new sentences and questions using fill-in frames  

 Practice word order in affirmative and negative sentences  

 Brainstorm vocabulary and simple sentences to describe a picture  

 Describe a daily routine using a simple timeline  

 Match wh- question words with appropriate answers  

 Practice identifying and using different simple verb tenses  

 Practice numbers and the alphabet with basic story problems and spelling exercises  

 Work on increasing speed in recognizing sight words  

 Learn formulaic greetings, phrases, and responses in familiar contexts  

 Brainstorm and practice responding to a list of wh- question types   
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For students at higher proficiency levels (SPLs 4–8), language complexity can be developed through focusing on 

the elaboration of ideas through the use of details and examples, organization and sequencing of information in 

logical presentation, expanding vocabulary breadth and depth, and expressing language for different purposes. For 

example, have students do the following: 

 Build elaboration by using a certain number of sentences to answer questions 

 Use story starters to express consequences, inferences, and cause and effect  

 Use technical language to describe work tasks  

 Describe people, places, and things using comparative and superlative language  

 Engage in simple debates during which they must state a position and support it with examples and reasons  

 Reorder scrambled sentences to create a coherent paragraph with a main idea, supporting ideas, and 

conclusion  

 Build vocabulary through synonyms, antonyms, and homonyms  

 Brainstorm vocabulary related to specific categories and events in their lives  

 Correct anonymous student errors 
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Instruction:                                                       Communication 

http://www.cal.org/adultspeak/instruction/communication-activities.html 

A speaker’s communication skills effect how clearly the speaker can convey meaning to the listener and how 

much effort the listener has to put into understanding the speaker’s message. Many aspects of language play a 

role in making what one says more or less understandable to others, such as pronunciation, grammar, word 

choice, and coherence of ideas. Poor control over any of these areas can affect comprehensibility. 

For lower level English learners who do not produce a lot of language, communication is often a struggle on 

the level of words and phrases because of mispronunciation, misuse of words, or lack of grammatical structure. 

For higher level learners who can express themselves with more language, communication can be a struggle on 

the level of sentences and extended speech because of lack of cohesion or precise vocabulary. Although the 

words themselves may be comprehensible, the overall meaning may be obscured by omission of essential 

background information or ideas that seem to contradict each other. Communication and comprehensibility of 

a speaker’s message involve elements such as: 

 Hesitations, fillers (e.g., um, uh), pauses  

 Pronunciation, accent, intonation  

 Clarity, appropriateness, logic of message  

 Cohesion and organization of ideas  

 Accuracy of vocabulary  

 Phrasing  

 Grammar  

 Background and context  

Activities by Proficiency Level 

For students at lower proficiency levels (SPLs 0–3), communication skills can be improved by working with 

the basic building blocks of language (nouns, verbs, pronouns, referents), providing models of fluent speech, 

practicing pronunciation, and teaching simple communication strategies. For example, have students do the 

following: 

 Practice the pronunciation and spelling of basic vocabulary words  

 Distinguish between the intonation of questions and the intonation of responses  

 Read and perform simple model dialogues with familiar vocabulary  

 Practice simple ways of pausing and asking for a moment to think before responding to a question (e.g., 

“One minute please. Let me think… OK…”)  

 Drill new vocabulary within sentence frames by substituting one word in each sentence (e.g., “Please help 

me with this customer [machine, task, bag]”).  

 Match pronouns and possessive adjectives to avoid confusion in relaying information (e.g., “I drive my car 

to work,” “He uses his hammer”). 

 Practice words with similar initial sounds, middle sounds, and final sounds  
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 Use minimal pairs to practice the difference between vowel sounds (pen/pan) and consonant sounds 

(hat/had)  

 Identify syllables and syllable stress using the Total Physical Response method (i.e., clapping, tapping, 

stretching, standing, etc.).  

For students at higher proficiency levels (SPLs 4–8), communication skills can be built by working to convey 

meaning through the use of cohesive markers, intonation, background information, tense/aspect, precise 

vocabulary, and monitoring/repairing comprehension on the part of the listener. For example, have students do 

the following: 

 Self-monitor rate of speech and cues from the listener to determine if they are understood  

 Use repair strategies when meaning is not clearly communicated (e.g., say in a different way, 

spell/write/draw the meaning, give another example)  

 Practice stress and intonation at the syllable, word, phrase, and sentence levels to emphasize important 

information or meaning  

 Combine words into meaningful chunks (e.g., “Whuddya doin?” for “What are you doing?”), and pause 

between phrases  

 Practice reduced speech (e.g., “Wanna go to the store?” for “Do you want to go to the store?”) 

 Sequence and organize thoughts in logical order, using transition words as appropriate  

 Practice with different tones and registers for appropriate audiences and contexts  

 Frame ideas with phrases meant to draw in the listener (e.g., “In my experience…” or “That’s an interesting 

question. I think…” 
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