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Guide to Listening Tests for Young Learners

An Overview of Templates and Guide to Implementation

Introduction

Listening has always been considered a key skill in foreign language learning, and finding ways to assess how well students understand spoken English should be a key priority of any EFL program.  The limitations (and strengths) associated with young learner students make listening test design and implementation a difficult task even with the most talented classroom learners.  The Cambridge Young Learner English tests represent (in my opinion) one of the best and most researched approaches to assessing young learners’ English listening skills, and over the past two years I have worked hard on a variety of ways to emulate, adapt and add to the approach taken in this system to create a range of listening test tasks that can be applied to just about any curriculum built around English instruction to children.  The templates and guidelines (along with several full example tests focusing on content from OUP’s Let’s Go series) available to English Raven members represent the fruits of that work.  For teachers with limited or no design skills, the templates may provide some solid ready-to-go starting points, whereas for more experienced teachers with some degree of test design skill, they may represent some valuable alternatives and/or a source of new ideas.

The emphasis here is on flexibility, and providing a range of alternatives empowering teachers to choose how they want to approach the task of assessing listening skills.  For more information about the actual Cambridge YLE tests, go to http://www.cambridge-efl.org/exam/young/bg_yle.htm. 

Suggested Objectives for Young Learner EFL Listening Tests

“Listening” is sometimes described as a passive language skill (along with reading, in contrast to the output skills required of speaking and writing), and I’m uncertain whether to label that a misguided over-generalization or just plain inaccurate.  Listening, like the other three macro skills, is a fundamental aspect of language interaction.  It is important that listening tests reflect that interactive quality and require students to relate and respond to what they are hearing.  For young learners, the fact that they are generally very inexperienced with testing of any kind and are still developing emotionally and cognitively means that our objectives should not just be limited to ‘finding out’ what they appear to comprehend from the foreign language oral input.  The following list is designed to provide some ideas on what sorts of general objectives teachers may like to identify in designing and implementing EFL listening tests for YLs.

(1) Try to evaluate students’ general level of comprehension and accuracy in response to oral language input;

(2) Provide a test system that is as non-stressful as possible and focuses on finding out what students know and can do with English – not how well they can handle a test;

(3) Provide experience with a range of incremented tasks that allow students’ individual strengths to be utilized and built up over time;

(4) Build progressive confidence in EFL test-taking and an impression within the learner that encourages him/her to think “what do I need to listen for here?” rather than “how do I do this test?”;

(5) Utilize formats that facilitate application of meaningful ‘here and now’ contexts that students are used to relating to, including extensive use of illustrations;

(6) Focus on listening skills in application to simple everyday conversations the students are likely to hear amongst native speakers – both adults and peers of around the same age;

(7) Provide some limited cross-over from listening into other macro skills, such as reading and writing;

(8) Utilize a system and series of formats that students, parents and teachers can clearly understand;

(9) Encourage students to focus in ways that will assist them when engaging in general language learning situations and communicative contexts – not just within a formal evaluation setting;

(10) Encourage ‘positive washback’ in terms of teachers utilizing classroom tasks that help build the necessary skills to take and do well on EFL listening tests.

Planning and Designing Listening Tests

In a perfect world, listening tests (like other forms of evaluation) should be focused on individual classes and learners, to measure in an objective way what the students have learned how to do in response to the range of language learning tasks/activities implemented in their classrooms.  However, teachers rarely have the time and/or resources to regularly design such specifically individual class/learner centered tests.  It is recommended that a general testing system be adhered to across all classes, supplemented with other kinds of evaluation (such as portfolios, diaries, and general skill checklists) that can be targeted more directly to strengths and weaknesses in individual learners.

Listening test content and tasks need to be directly related to the sorts of language and activities utilized in general instruction.  Most textbook syllabuses provide a summary of key language items covered in a unit of study, and this should form the starting point in terms of deciding what content needs to be featured in the listening test.  However, ‘how’ the students learned and applied this language is equally important, because this should determine what sorts of listening tasks are appropriate in evaluating how well the students have learned to listen to and understand the content.  Age and experience are obviously crucial here.  While a class of 12 year-old students may have covered the same basic content as a class of 8 year olds, it may not be fair or appropriate to expect both groups of learners to apply this knowledge in the same way or in response to the same tasks.  The range of test templates presented here should provide teachers with enough options to make good judgments about which kinds of tasks are most appropriate for evaluating students’ skills according to their age/cognitive level and the sorts of activities they actually engaged in in the classroom.

Also, just because a language item was featured in the syllabus does not mean it must or should be ‘tested’.  Try to start with the most general language items that have more universal application as criteria for test content.  Students are more likely to see this kind of content repeated and expanded in future, and its presence on a test should convey the idea that it is important for students to know it.

Tests are generally utilized to measure ‘performance’ – that is, how well the students have ‘learned’ the material as it was presented to them and utilized in the classroom.  However, tests can also be used to evaluate general ‘proficiency’, in which case one of the objectives may be to see how well the students react to both planned and unplanned communicative situations and language content.  For young learners, it is recommended that tests focus on items and tasks that they have already had appropriate exposure to.  As they get older and gain more proficiency and cognitive flexibility (as well as confidence), tests may begin to include sections and content that the students may or may not have had exposure to, but it is important that such sections carry less ‘weight’ (in terms of points/grading) than more ‘performance’ based sections and require students to apply contextual skills they have learned (rather then itemized language items per se).  Including such sections progressively at higher levels will assist the students to build up the flexible set of skills required of tests such as TOEFL, TOEIC, IELTS, FCE, etc. – the sorts of tests which are very much ‘proficiency’ based and in many cases impossible to ‘study for’.

Once appropriate content has been selected from the syllabus and templates selected for task-implementation based on student age and experience, the next task is to build a script for the listening test (see below for more details on script design).  The script should utilize the identified language content in meaningful contexts.  Then teachers can build their tests into the selected templates and apply appropriate illustrations and written prompts.  This may very well require the teacher to go back and make some minor or major adjustments to the script (some language items/exchanges are easier to illustrate than others) and there is no problem with this unless the adjustments also require changes to general language content.  In many cases it will usually require some flexibility in terms of which lexical items are to be applied in combination with the key language items and communicative contexts.

If you are making and applying listening tests for the first time, it is recommended that you start out by experimenting with individual templates in isolation and apply them in the classroom more or less informally.  Templates can be progressively combined and added to until teachers reach a point where they feel the combination of tasks is cognitively appropriate, sufficiently challenging and yet ‘attainable’ for the students.  At this point the test can become more formal and applied with more consistency.  Remember to try the tests out across a range of classes and teachers, and be willing to adjust/edit them several times before settling on an overall system you can apply more or less regularly.

Uploading the Test Templates and Applying Illustrative Materials

English Raven members have access to 19 different listening test templates, formatted in Microsoft Word.  This allows them to be uploaded and adapted to the needs and style of individual teachers and/or institutions.  To access the templates, go to the Tools for Teachers section of the Members Download page.  Obviously, you will need a fairly recent version of MS Word/Office on your computer in order to access these downloads.  It is a good idea to save the files as ‘master’ templates on your hard drive, which you can then open and resave under different names as you begin to formulate actual tests.

The most effective way to add quality illustrations to your template is to utilize clipart from Microsoft’s Design Gallery Live (http://dgl.microsoft.com/). The English Raven Guide to Using Microsoft Clipart in EFL Tests (also available to English Raven members from the Tools for Teachers section of the site) provides a clear, step-by-step guide to accessing and applying clipart through this resource, as well as instructions on how to select various templates and merge them to create your whole test in one document file.

Teachers who can draw well themselves (I envy you!) may like to add the illustrations themselves, and it is also possible to add scanned material.  At the most basic level, it is also possible to photocopy illustrations from textbooks, cut them out and glue them onto the test template.

Suggestions for Script Design and Application

Your test script is actually more important than the ‘physical’ test itself.  It can be a time-consuming task, as the recreation of realistic dialogues can be difficult to pull off.  The only advice I can give you here is that it gets easier to design them with time.

Listening tasks should be applied to dialogues involving meaningful communication between at least two participants whenever possible.  It is also a good idea to have a mix of genders and ages to demonstrate the range of communicative contexts it is possible that students may encounter.  A ‘narrator’ role should be identified as well, to give directions to the students and help to differentiate the ‘content to be listened to’ from the ‘task that needs to be done’.  To make the dialogues as realistic-feeling as possible, it is recommended that they be pre-recorded onto cassettes rather then orally delivered by the teacher.  Simply reading the script aloud and pausing briefly to explain who is saying what is very likely to make the exercise feel very artificial to the learners, and it is even possible that they may take it less seriously as a result.

A good listening test script will include a general conversation for each item on the test, not a sentence or vocabulary item stated in isolation.  The conversation can include polite and casual requests for one or other of the speakers to repeat themselves, or one speaker correcting or disagreeing with the other.  This allows for meaningful repetition and more than one opportunity to locate the information required, but it also models the sorts of language students should find useful in applying to their everyday classroom environment.  Other aspects of the conversation may deliberately mislead the students and force them to concentrate and make decisions, or include introductory or final remarks that are not crucial to the item task but nevertheless find a natural place in the sort of general exchange featured.

To get ideas on how to build your script, download the scripts for Let’s Go Listening tests 1-6.  These scripts feature many of the tasks and content types featured in the available templates.

Time Frames for Application of Listening Tests

This will depend on individual teachers and institutions, but generally it is not recommended that students be formally tested in listening more than once a month.  Listening should have a place alongside other learning areas such as reading, writing and speaking, and it is preferable to give students exposure to an integrated range of tests rather than ‘bombardment’ in one skill area.  Generally, listening tests should require between 20-40 minutes to complete.

Overview of Listening Test Templates

The table below summarizes 19 Listening test templates sorted into 8 different categories according to task type and cognitive difficulty.  These templates may be combined in whatever way a teacher requires according to their assessment needs.  A basic level system has also been applied in order to provide guidelines as to which templates/tasks are more likely to suit learners based on their age and EFL learning experience.  Level I templates are designed to cater to young learners aged 7-9 with up to around 100 hours of classroom experience.  Level II templates are generally geared to learners aged 8-12 with between 100-200 hours of classroom experience.  Level III templates represent the sorts of tasks that may be appropriate for learners aged 10-13 with more than 250 hours of so of language learning experience.  All of these templates are described in greater detail below, and they may be downloaded as individual (MS Word) files from the Members Download page of the English Raven site.  Note that templates 1A/1B and templates 8A-8E are formatted to be ‘cover’ or initial pages of a Listening test, but this is meant as a suggestion only.  To get ideas on how to apply content to the templates, try looking at the pre-made tests and scripts for the Let’s Go curriculum (books 1-6) available on the Members Download page of www.englishraven.com. 
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Listening Test Template Descriptions




















5





2-option multiple choice; Pictures with tick/check the correct picture (A or B)





Pictures/


Dialogue





Listening for actions and basic descriptions





I





3A





10





Following instructions; Basic comprehension skills and illustrating what one knows/hears





Dialogue





Listening for lexical items and basic descriptions





II





2C





5





Following instructions; Basic comprehension skills and illustrating what one knows/hears





Dialogue





Listening for lexical items and basic descriptions





I





2B





5





Basic dictation; Applying alphabet recognition; Simple assisted spelling tasks





Picture/


Dialogue





Listening for numbers, names and spelling





I





2A





5





Matching names of people to pictures by drawing lines





Picture/


Dialogue





Listening for lexical items, verb phrases and descriptions





II/


III





1B





5





Following instructions; Identifying objects; Positioning items correctly within a scene





Picture/


Dialogue





Listening for lexical items





RESPONSE/ITEM TYPE





INPUT





SKILL FOCUS





Lvl





5





3-option multiple choice; Pictures with tick/check the correct picture (A, B or C)





Pictures/


Dialogue





Listening for actions and basic descriptions





II/


III





3B





1A





I





ITEMS





TEMPLATE

















Template 8E [Levels II/III]





This is a phonics/vocabulary orientated template designed to see how well students can hear and apply rhyme.  There are four vocabulary items depicted, and students are required to circle the ones that rhyme based on how they hear them presented in a dialogue.  This may require them to circle 2, 3 or all of the options depicted.





Template 8D [Levels II/III]





Identical to template 8C except in this case there are four letter options to choose from, and the stated lexical items may include such things as vowel diphthongs, silent letter digraphs, consonant blends, etc.  





Template 8C [Levels I/II]





This template is similar to template 8A in orientation, except now the students are listening to dialogues that describe lexical items and they must select the correct letter from three options written on the answer sheet.  This is good for combining listening with letter recognition.





Template 8B [Levels II/III]





Identical to template 8A except in this case there are four options to choose from, and the stated sounds may include such things as vowel diphthongs, silent letter digraphs, consonant blends, etc.





Template 8A [Levels I/II]





This template is for testing basic Phonics.  Three lexical items are depicted and students are required to listen to a dialogue including alphabet/phonetic hints to know which picture to select.  They may need to choose the picture that features the stated letter/sound in initial, final or medial position.  Probably most suitable for simple consonants and short vowel sounds.





Template 7 [Levels I/II/III]





This template is for drawing a scene or range of items which students must identify and color, or add their own simple illustrations to.  Involves listening to and following instructions as well as listening for specific descriptive details.





Template 6B [Level III]





Same basic format as in template 6A above, except cognitively more demanding in that 10 names need to be matched to 12 options.  While there are fewer ‘left overs’ in this version, by making similar sets of pictures and using increasingly misleading lexical terms in the monologue, students will be required to concentrate harder and make more specific decisions.





Template 6A [Level II]





This template features a list of 5 names, each of which needs to be matched to one of 9 lettered illustrations in a grid alongside by writing the appropriate letter next to the name.  Usually best suited to a descriptive monologue, and suitable for identification of times, actions, lexical items or descriptions.





Template 5C [Level III]





This template features both of templates 5A and 5B within the one format, and requires students to apply first the days/times to pre-set pictures and then draw their own pictures for pre-set days/times.  This allows two different areas of language to be applied as well, as the first half may require students to select the correct picture for a day of the week, whereas the second half may require them to draw pictures of situations at different times of the day.





Template 5B [Level II]





While the content for this template is similar or identical to template 5A above, in this instance students are required to listen to the dialogue, find the correct listed day or time, and then illustrate the action or situation themselves.





Template 5A [Level II]





This template features pictures/scenes which students must identify according to a day of the week or time/ time of the day.  Students listen to the dialogue and write the appropriate day or time under each picture.  Good for applying simple present tense (to describe daily or weekly routines) or past tense (to describe a single day or week).  





Template 4 [Level II/III]





This template begins the integration of listening with some basic reading and writing and features a form with gaps or information to be filled in based on a dialogue.  According to the difficulty level, students may be required to jot down single word answers or short phrases.  This form can include a range of information including personal details, hobbies, likes/dislikes, family members, etc.





Template 3B [Level II/III]





The 3-option multiple choice extension of template 3A (above), suitable for actions across a variety of tenses and featuring a dialogue with slightly more misleading information options and requiring closer attention to descriptive detail.





Template 3A [Level I]





This template involves a simple A-B 2-option multiple choice selection of similar or contrasting actions or lexical items in response to a dialogue.  Good for testing knowledge of actions using present continuous tense in addition to or including locations, but mostly intended as a building exercise to the more demanding 3-option multiple choice task featured at level 2.





Template 2C [Level II]





A more demanding version of template 2B (above), for slightly older learners who may not have spelling or writing skills yet but still enjoy the opportunity to draw what they understand.  Instead of 5 items, this task requires 10 items to be completed.





Template 2B [Level I]





A template suitable for classes of young learners that like to draw to express meaning.  Dialogues feature a lexical item or simple description that the learners then illustrate with a simple drawing.  Can be a handy scaffolding task for groups of learners who are not yet demonstrating confidence with basic alphabet skills or reading.





Template 2A [Level I]





This template is for featuring illustrations of people, places or objects to be described in terms of name, number or color.  The dialogue introduces the word to be written within a format that creates an opportunity for the word to be dictated twice letter by letter.  Good as an introduction to basic dictation tasks along with alphabet application, and the kind of language to be used when one is asking for and confirming correct spelling.





Template 1B [Level II/III]





A more advanced application of template 1A (above) where the items to be linked are written names and the central scene features verb phrases and/or descriptions.  Useful for application of verbs in targeted tense groups (for example, simple present and present continuous), comparatives and descriptions of clothing or physical traits.





Template 1A [Level I]





This represents the simplest listening task of the templates available and makes for a good introduction to listening and linking tasks for very young beginner level students.  Individual lexical items (illustrated or written) are linked to positions in a scene or collection of images in the large central square, according to details given in a simple dialogue.  Good for language involving identification, basic prepositions of location, and Yes/No questions.





Suggested Level/Template Matching Summary:





Level I:	  1A | 2A | 2B | 3A | 7 | 8A | 8C


Level II: 	  1B | 2C | 3B | 4 | 5A | 5B | 6A | 7 | 8A | 8B | 8C | 8D | 8E


Level III:	  1B | 3B | 4 | 5C | 6B | 7 | 8B | 8D | 8E





5





4-option multiple choice where 2-3 items can be circled; Listening and choosing the items that rhyme





Letters/


Dialogue





Listening for rhyme





II/


III





8E





ITEMS





RESPONSE/ITEM TYPE





INPUT





SKILL FOCUS





Lvl





TEMPLATE





5





4-option multiple choice; Choosing the correct letter/digraph from lexical hints given in dialogue





Letters/


Dialogue





Listening for phonetic values and alphabet letters in application to lexical items





II/


III





8D





5





3-option multiple choice; Choosing the correct letter/digraph from lexical hints given in dialogue





Letters/


Dialogue





Listening for phonetic values and alphabet letters in application to lexical items





I/


II





8C





5





4-option multiple choice; Choosing the correct picture based on phonetic/alphabet hints





Pictures/


Dialogue





Listening for phonetic values and alphabet letters in application to lexical items





II/


III





8B





5





3-option multiple choice; Choosing the correct picture based on phonetic/alphabet hints





Pictures/


Dialogue





Listening for phonetic values and alphabet letters in application to lexical items





I/


II





8A





5





Following instructions; Locating and coloring items; Adding correct items to the picture in correct location





Picture/


Dialogue





Listening for specific information





I/


II/


III





7





10





Matching pictures and names/words by writing a letter in the box (10 items from 12 options)





Pictures;


Words/Names;


Monologues





Listening for lexical items, actions or descriptions





III





6B





5





Matching pictures and names/words by writing a letter in the box (5 items from 9 options)





Pictures;


Words/Names;


Monologues





Listening for lexical items, actions or descriptions





II





6A





10





[Combination of responses and items for Templates 5A and 5B in two sections on one page]





As per


5A and 5B





[Combination of skills for Templates 5A and 5B in two sections on one page]





III





5C





5





Illustrating actions/situations and matching them to days, times or times of the day





Dialogue;


Days/Times





Demonstrating comprehension of lexical items and verb phrases 





II





5B





5





Match days of the week or times/ times of the day to pictures





Pictures;


Days/Times;


Dialogue





Listening for lexical items and verb phrases (present and past tenses)





II





5A





5





Record key information according to written prompts/gaps





Gapped text;


Answer gaps;


Dialogue





Listening for specific information





II/


III





4
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