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Among the four basic skills in language learning, listening seems to present more difficulties for the students in their 

college English study. This paper tries to examine various obstacles affecting college students’ English listening 

comprehension based on the author’s 20 years of teaching experience. Through systematic analysis of both linguistic 

and non-linguistic factors, the study proposes targeted teaching methodologies to enhance students’ listening 

proficiency. The research highlights the importance of integrated skill development, psychological factors in 

language acquisition, and effective listening strategies. Practical classroom techniques are suggested, including the 

combination of listening and speaking practice, motivation enhancement approaches, and systematic training in 

listening strategies. The findings emphasize the need for comprehensive solutions addressing multiple dimensions of 

listening comprehension difficulties in Chinese EFL learners. 
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Introduction  

Listening, speaking, reading, and writing constitute the four fundamental language skills, with listening and 

reading serving as input skills while speaking and writing represent output skills. Language output capability 

fundamentally depends on sufficient language input. Among the input skills, listening holds particular primacy, 

as evidenced by first language acquisition where listening competence naturally precedes reading ability. 

However, based on over two decades of English teaching experience, the author observes that listening remains 

the most challenging skill for Chinese university students. This paradox between the natural acquisition sequence 

and learning difficulties warrants systematic investigation into the underlying factors and potential solutions. 

Factors Affecting Listening Comprehension 

Listening comprehension involves complex cognitive processes influenced by multiple interacting factors, 

which can be broadly categorized into linguistic and non-linguistic elements. 

Linguistic Factors 

Linguistic factors constitute the foundational knowledge of English language and culture, forming the basis 

for listening proficiency. This is actually the biggest obstacle affecting students’ English listening comprehension, 

which mainly includes the following aspects: 

Phonetics. Phonetic instruction remains inadequate in many Chinese primary and secondary schools, often 

limited to learning some basic phonetic symbols without systematic instruction and training. A prevalent 
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misconception among students is that pronunciation primarily relates to speaking rather than listening. However, 

accurate pronunciation does play a significant role in listening comprehension, recognition of which requires:  

(a) Mastery of standard pronunciation and strong sound discrimination ability;  

(b) Understanding of connected speech phenomena, such as liaison, loss of plosion, assimilation, weak 

forms, etc., some of which do not occur while we speak our mother tongue;  

(c) Familiarity with differences between British and American pronunciation;  

(d) Sensitivity to intonation patterns and speech rate. 

Recent research (Zhang, 2022) indicates that 68% of listening errors among Chinese undergraduates’ stem 

from phonetic recognition difficulties, particularly with weak forms and connected speech in natural discourse. 

Vocabulary. Vocabulary knowledge significantly impacts listening comprehension. One will often miss the 

rest of the content in the audio material just because of the encounter of a new word in the listening process. And 

at present, in almost all kinds of college English tests, no matter whether it is CET-4 or CET-6 or just a usual 

term exam, the audio material is just played for once. Therefore, a student’s vocabulary directly determines the 

level of his listening comprehension. Vocabulary knowledge affects listening through various mechanisms:  

(a) Lexical coverage requirements: Research suggests 95-98% coverage needed for adequate comprehension 

(Nation, 2006);  

(b) Processing speed: The average speech rate of 150-160 words per minute in natural discourse creates time 

pressure;  

(c) Polysemy and homophones: Words with multiple meanings and sound-alike words cause particular 

confusion;  

(d) Cultural connotations: Idioms and culturally-loaded terms often lead to misinterpretation. 

A longitudinal study at Shanghai International Studies University (2021) demonstrated that systematic 

vocabulary instruction focusing on high-frequency academic words improved listening scores by 23% over one 

semester. 

Grammar. Grammar serves as the structural framework connecting vocabulary into meaningful messages. 

Many students start out thinking that as long as they have a large vocabulary, they will be able to understand 

more, so they try hard to memorize new words by all means. But soon, they find that memorizing new words alone 

cannot solve their problem. Sometimes, what they are listening to contains no new words at all, but still they do 

not get the idea. The key here is their knowledge of grammar. Common grammatical challenges in listening include:  

(a) Complex sentence processing (relative clauses, conditionals, and passive constructions);  

(b) Tense and aspect recognition in continuous speech;  

(c) Pronoun reference tracking in extended discourse;  

(d) Logical connectors in academic lectures. 

Notably, many students report understanding individual words while failing to grasp overall meaning—A 

phenomenon directly attributable to grammatical processing limitations. 

Non-linguistic Factors 

Beyond language-specific elements, various psychological and cognitive factors influence listening 

performance. 

Psychological factors. The affective domain significantly impacts listening success through multiple 

pathways:  
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(a) Motivation: Instrumental vs. integrative motivation affects engagement levels;  

(b) Anxiety: Listening anxiety creates cognitive interference (Vandergrift, 2007);  

(c) Self-efficacy: Beliefs about listening capability become self-fulfilling prophecies;  

(d) Attention span: The average 20-minute attention limit for intensive listening requires management. 

Our survey of 200 undergraduates revealed that 62% experienced moderate to high anxiety during listening 

tests, with anxiety levels inversely correlating with performance (r = -0.43, p < 0.01). 

Background knowledge. Language is the carrier of information. English is a tool to spread the culture of 

some English-speaking countries. Therefore, if students do not have the knowledge of the customs, social systems, 

ways of thinking, and values of these countries, it is more difficult for them to understand the real meaning of the 

language.  

Schema theory emphasizes how prior knowledge facilitates comprehension:  

(a) Cultural schemata: Understanding Western cultural references improves interpretation;  

(b) Content schemata: Subject matter familiarity enhances prediction ability;  

(c) Formal schemata: Knowledge of discourse patterns aids information organization. 

An experiment using CNN news clips showed that students with pre-existing knowledge of the topics scored 

31% higher on comprehension questions than their uninformed peers. 

Listening habits. Another factor that may affects students’ listening comprehension is their bad habits in 

listening practice. Ineffective listening practices commonly observed include:  

(a) Imbalanced extensive/intensive listening ratio (recommended 3:7 ratio);  

(b) Passive listening without note-taking or prediction;  

(c) Over-reliance on repetition without diagnostic analysis;  

(d) Inconsistent practice patterns (e.g., marathon sessions before exams). 

Teaching Strategies 

Based on the identified factors, the author hereby proposes the following evidence-based instructional 

approaches that may be of use in the future teaching process.  

Integrated Language Skill Development 

A multimodal approach combining listening with other skills proves most effective:  

(a) Listening-speaking connection: Dictogloss activities develop parsing skills;  

(b) Listening-reading connection: Transcript analysis reinforces form-meaning connections;  

(c) Listening-writing connection: Summary writing consolidates comprehension. 

Recent studies (Cross, 2021) demonstrated that integrated skill activities improved retention rates by 40% 

compared to isolated skill practice. 

Motivation Enhancement Techniques 

Strategies to boost engagement include:  

(a) Authentic materials selection (TED Talks, podcasts, and movie clips);  

(b) Gamified listening tasks (information gap activities and jigsaw listening);  

(c) Progress visualization tools (listening logs and competency matrices);  

(d) Differentiated materials (graded by difficulty and interest area). 
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Strategic Listening Instruction 

Explicit strategy training should cover:  

(a) Metacognitive strategies: Planning, monitoring, and evaluating;  

(b) Cognitive strategies: Inferencing, elaboration, and summarization;  

(c) Socio-affective strategies: Questioning, cooperation, and anxiety control. 

A 16-week strategy instruction program at our university resulted in average TOEFL listening score 

increases of 15 points (SD = 3.2). 

Conclusion 

Improving English listening comprehension requires addressing multiple interactive factors through 

comprehensive instructional approaches. Teachers should:  

(a) Diagnose specific student difficulties through error analysis;  

(b) Implement integrated skill development activities;  

(c) Incorporate systematic strategy instruction; 

(d) Foster positive psychological learning environments;  

(e) Utilize authentic materials with appropriate scaffolding. 

Future research should investigate the longitudinal effects of technology-enhanced listening instruction and 

individual differences in strategy use effectiveness.  
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