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Listen ear! And 
other activities



Kat Robb
looks at using authentic 
listening sources.



We are extremely lucky to be living in 
the digital age of literally everything! 
What I mean by this is that there is a 
whole multitude of authentic open-
source materials available at the 



click of a mouse or trackpad, so there is no excuse 
not to keep our teaching and learning engaging for 
our learners. The beauty of using sources found on 
the internet is that we can !nd last minute up-to-
date topical material, which can be exploited in the 
classroom to help learners develop their language 
learning skills.



Throughout my years of teaching, I have found that 
‘authentic’ listening material has been challenging 
to !nd. A lot of my teaching experience has revolved 
around EAP and the Cambridge main suite exams 
which lend themselves to university lectures and 
past papers. There are lots of online platforms with 
great listening material such as www.ello.org, and 
www.readlistenlearn.net, but I like to create my own 
lessons around authentic material that hasn’t been 
adapted for English language learners, especially if 
I am teaching general English or business English 
which require the knowledge and understanding of 
spontaneous interaction. 



Here are some ways I have built lessons and 
activities around authentic listening extracts that I 
have found effective, and that have helped maintain 
learner interest. 



Mobile phone dictaphone
Getting learners to create their own listening 
material is as authentic as it can get, and is a great 
way to mix productive skills (writing and speaking), 



and receptive skills (listening). Any writing activity 
where learners have written 70 words or more 
can be developed into a listening activity by them 
reading and recording an extract of their writing 
on their mobile phones, or all of it depending on 
time and level of the class. Students can work in 
pairs and swap phones so their partner listens to 
the recording and has to give a spoken summary of 
what they heard. To add another layer to the activity, 
learners can write comprehension questions for their 
partners to answer while listening to the recording. 
This doubles up as a really effective pronunciation 
activity because learners rarely record themselves 
once, because they know that a classmate is going 
to listen to the recording, so they want it to be the 
best version. Furthermore, this a great activity for 
re"ective practice because learners can listen to their 
own recordings and during playback, they can make 
a list of 2–3 features they liked and disliked about 
their recording. This could include pronunciation, 
intonation, stress, pausing, signposting, voice 
projection, articulation and hesitation. This provides 
action points for them to work on in the future, 
and when they re-record themselves, they can 
immediately work on the features they identi!ed 
that they want to improve. Another way to exploit 
the recording is for it to be used as a dictation. Just 
like when we are on the phone or face to face in a 
situation where we are requesting information and 
we need to take notes, dictation activities can really 
help with developing listening and note taking skills, 
which are important in real-life situations, but also 
for lectures and language pro!ciency exams. 



If you are in an online class then learners can either 
send each other the recordings via instant message, or 
email them to the teacher, who puts them in the chat 
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for the speci!c learner, or forwards the email in the 
same way. 



Listen ear! TED Talk activity
Even the most challenging of TED talks can be used 
for this activity because the subtitles can be activated 
and the transcript can be used to double-check any 
challenging parts of the talk. I have used this activity 
with adults at Intermediate level and above,  and 
although they !nd it dif!cult at times, they !nd it 
equally satisfying to know they are able to understand 
the gist of the talk and come away with even 5–6 new 
words in their vocabulary. The stages of the activity 
are as follows:



	Q Choose any TED talk from the category 1–6 
minutes and watch twice. Take notes while 
watching and make a list of 8–10 key points. 



	Q Give your partner the list of key points. From 
this list they try to write a short paragraph. This 
stage can stop here, or be extended to reading the 
paragraph and recording themselves reading the 
paragraph using their phones. This is then played 
to their partner who listens to make sure the key 
points are linked together well. 



	Q With the key points of their partners, leaners can 
watch each other’s talk, or read the transcript and 
!ll any missing information.  



This activity can help learners develop listening skills 
in any context, and is especially good for developing 
listening for detail and listening for gist skills. I have 
used it in Cambridge exam preparation, EAP, general 
English and business classes. 



Jigsaw listening
Many of you may recognise this typical coursebook 
or Cambridge exam exercise, but I like to add a little 
twist! You can either !nd a listening extract from a 
podcast or radio show that you chop up and play in 
a random order for learners to order according to 
the logic of the information in the extracts and the 
linguistic cues. Or, you can get learners to create the 
extract themselves. This activity can have several 
stages and be built up over more than one lesson, 
it is a great way to integrate all four skills into one 
!nal activity. I’ve outlined the stages below that 
can be adapted to any level of learner, from teen to 
adult learners.



1. Writing the extract
Depending on what is being worked on in class 
you can either give learners a topic related to the 
coursebook or syllabus, give them some random 
topics to choose from, or allow them the freedom 
to choose their own topics. They are going to write 



anything from 70–200 words depending on the level 
of the class. It can be a story, a factual piece of text 
about a given topic, or a newspaper article. You can 
dedicate the time you wish to this in class or give it as 
a homework task. You can ask learners to share their 
texts in a peer review activity, and of course provide 
feedback yourself too.



2. Recording the extract
This stage is the most fun in my opinion! Learners 
need to decide where they are going to chop up the 
extract and how many listening extracts they want. 
I have found somewhere between four and six extracts 
is a reasonable number for the activity to work. 
Learners then need to make the recording and this is 
where the fun begins because I !nd they like to ensure 
they have they make the best recording, which means 
recording several times in order to practise their 
pronunciation and intonation. This activity in itself 
can be incorporated into a pronunciation lesson to 
draw awareness to the importance of pronunciation, 
speaking slowly so learners have time to pronounce 
all the syllables, and including intonation to avoid 
them reading the text in monotone. 



3. Putting it all together
Once leaners are happy with their extract recordings 
this activity can end here which would mean playing 
the recording to their partners to put together in the 
correct order, and complete the jigsaw. Alternatively, 
an additional activity can be to write some 
comprehension questions for the extracts, or to use 
one of the extracts as a dictation activity in pairs.



As you can see from the ideas I have presented 
here, there are lots of fun and creative ways to bend 
listening activities to provide extra layers of activity 
and challenge to learners. The pedagogic value behind 
these ideas is that the learners are creating the 
material and this really means that not only are they 
developing their listening skills but they are required 
to have a greater understanding of language in order 
to be able to create the extracts, and at the end of the 
day that is what we are all working towards; a greater 
understanding of language. 
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