How to assess listening.
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There are some of the main ways in which listening can be tested. Many of the types of questions associated with testing also appear in the teaching of listening. However, there are significant differences, or at least there should be, in how we ask questions to elicit comprehension and how similar types of questions are asked to test comprehension. Bachman (1996) tells us that there have been there historical developments in testing listening. These developments correspond to the theories of language learning and the different methods used to teach English over the 60 years or so. These are the three approaches; 

· the discrete point approach 

   - the integrative approach

· the communicative approach.

The discrete-point approach is derived from structuralism and behaviorism. The focus here is on the identification of isolated items of the language are tested independently of each other; for instance, segmental phonemes, grammatical structures, and lexis are all treated as separate entities. The types of tests that can be used with the discrete-point approach are phonemic discrimination (identifying differences between phonemes), paraphrase recognition (reformulating what was heard), and response evaluation (responding appropriately to what was heard). The assumptions behind this type of approach to testing listening are that spoken text is the same as written text and that individual parts of the language can be isolated and tested. This is clearly not what listening is about, which the eight dimensions of our pedagogical model demonstrate. As an example to the discrete-point approach test type may be given phonemic discrimination tasks. Learners hear two words in which one phoneme is different. They must identify the difference in phonemes. The teacher should choose the words with the same sound in them.  Paraphrase recognition test type with multiple choices are also available. A context is given in this type of task. Students must reformulate what they hear.

      
 The integrative approach attempted to move away from the discrete measuring of language items by testing more than one item of language at a time. The techniques used with this approach are mainly gap filling exercises, dictation, sentence repetition activities, statement evaluation and translation. Gap filling tests assume that learners are able to fill in missing parts of language based on what they already know about the language.  Learners hear the text and write down the missing words. This can be done with or without reference to the oral text in its written form (with blanks where the missing words are.).As for the dictation the technique is simple. The learners listen to an oral text and write down what they hear. The passage may be presented in segments, or information units, so the learner has time to process the language and write it down. Sentence repetition activities are a variation on dictation tests. In this case, though, learners are not required to write down what they hear bat to retell what they hear. In the statement evaluation task the learners evaluate the truth of a sentence. Translation task is another version of a dictation test. In translation the learner needs to listen to the text in the L2 and write what is said in the L1. With the integrated approach, listeners must process spoken text and demonstrate that they understand the literal meaning of what is said.

  
The communicative approach to testing attempts to account for listening and understanding in a wide range of contexts. It takes as its main orientation a demonstration by the listeners that they are able to do something with the information they have comprehended, that is, apply it to a wider communicative context. The characteristics of the communicative approach to testing follow : 

· The focus is on communicative performance as apposed to linguistic accuracy.

· Tests replicate as closely as possible conditions of actual performance.

· It is necessary to identify skills and performance conditions of language use in specific contexts 

· The sampling of relevant activities is important.

· The authenticity of task and genuineness of texts is important.

· Unsimplified language is used. 

· A range of tests according to communicative purposes is needed.

· Tests will closely resemble communicative teaching activities, except that there will be no peer or teacher help. 

 Although the communicative approach is used extensively in teaching and testing, there are some problems with it. Being able to perform in one test situation does not necessarily mean that the testee will be able to perform well in other communicative situations. Two of the most important communicative tests are authenticity (e.g. social) and purposeful (e. g. contextual) listening tasks. The most prominent feature of communicative tests is that the text that learners are required to listen to and the tasks that they need to perform, in response to the message, must have some relation to real-world use. Authenticity means different things to different people. However, the test text needs to be taken from authentic sources or contain features of real-life speech to be considered authentic. For instance, students may be given a blank form to fill information about a person who is going to join language courses or sports club. They listen to a dialogue between an administrator and the person. The listeners fill in the information required to complete the form. Another feature of a communicative test is that there should seem to be a real purpose to the listening. For example, prior to listening to the test text, learners may be told that they are going to arrange a day out with their classmates and that they need to decide whether to aim for an indoor activity or an outdoor one. By listening to the weather forecast, they can then choose which activity are more suitable for that day.

       Understanding the approaches used in testing helps to frame our ideas about what and how to test. However it is difficult to give a full account on all the possible ins and outs of listening tests in one article. Anyway, it is important to consider what to test, how to test and what to measure in any listening test. 

Developing valid and reliable listening language tests is a complex process. This is because the processes of listening are hidden from the tester, and so the ways to measure the ability to handle spoken text are more demanding.                                                                
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