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Abstract 

Despite the significant number of postgraduate students studying in a second 

language (L2 students) at British universities, there is little in situ research into their 

comprehension of academic lectures. This thesis investigates the perceptions of L2 

students, with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, regarding lecture 

comprehension and compares their perceptions with those of English for Academic 

Purposes (EAP) tutors and academic lecturers.  

 

Qualitative data was collected via a series of semi-structured interviews. Seven 

students were interviewed six times over a nine-month period, and ten EAP 

practitioners and five academic lecturers were each interviewed once. The data was 

analysed thematically and two main themes were identified: processing aural input 

and multi-tasking in lectures.  

 

The students perceived significant problems with the cognitive aural processing of 

lecture input, both at a lower-level: decoding input and recognizing vocabulary; and 

at a higher-level: constructing meaning from the input. These issues are 

predominantly related to linguistic proficiency and prior knowledge of the lecture 

content. The students also identified that simultaneous listening and reading, or 

listening and writing, negatively impacted on their comprehension. The lecturers had 

similar perceptions to those of the students.  

 

There were, however, significant differences in the students’ perceptions regarding 

the listening tasks in the pre-sessional EAP course and their lecture experiences on 

the master’s courses. This raises questions about the design of pre-sessional EAP 

listening strands which often teach listening as an isolated skill. The EAP tutors 

interviewed also lacked knowledge about the problems which L2 students may 

encounter in academic lectures.  

 

The findings identified from the student perceptions improve the understanding of 

issues which impact on the lecture comprehension of L2 students at this language 

level. The research also suggests that these students require considerable support 
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in order to learn from academic lectures, and that EAP departments should take a 

more holistic approach to developing students’ lecture comprehension skills.  
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

1.1. Overview of the study 

The main aim of this thesis is to increase awareness of the factors which impact on 

the lecture comprehension of taught postgraduate students whose first language is 

not English and who have, instead, learnt English as a foreign language, henceforth 

referred to as L2 students. It explores the perceptions of seven L2 students who 

entered a British university with a language level equivalent to IELTS 5.5, attended a 

ten-week English for Academic Purposes (EAP) pre-sessional course in order to 

raise their language level to the equivalent of IELTS 6.5, and then progressed to one 

of two master’s level courses in the university’s School of Management. These 

students were interviewed six times over a nine-month period in order to both identify 

the factors which they thought influenced their lecture comprehension, and to 

determine whether those perceptions changed as the students progressed through 

their courses. Nine EAP tutors working on the pre-sessional course, a member of the 

EAP department’s senior management team, and five academic lecturers teaching 

on the master’s programmes were also interviewed in order to identify whether their 

perceptions were similar to or different from those of the L2 students.  

 

A secondary aim of this thesis is to develop recommendations for both pre-sessional 

EAP course design and the improvement of L2 students’ lecture experiences. This is 

because firstly, as will be discussed in Chapter 2, there is frequently a disconnect 

between EAP practice and EAP research. Given that learning from an EAP course 

should transfer to the students’ real-world academic contexts (James, 2014), it is 

important that EAP practitioners understand the experiences of L2 students on their 

academic courses and are able to use this knowledge to develop appropriate 

courses for pre-sessional students. Secondly, there is limited evidence-based 

guidance for academic lecturers regarding the lecture experiences of taught 

postgraduate L2 students yet, as will be outlined below, there are often a large 

number of L2 students enrolled on taught postgraduate courses in the UK.  
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The remainder of this chapter will establish the background to my research project 

and provide a rationale for the research questions. The research questions will then 

be introduced. Finally, the study setting will be outlined to provide a context for the 

thesis. It should be noted here that this research was carried out prior to the global 

Coronavirus pandemic. The impact which this is likely to have on both the number of 

L2 students taking higher education courses in the UK and the format of those 

courses is, as yet, unknown. However, even if lectures are delivered online for the 

foreseeable future, many of the issues raised in this thesis are relevant for both live 

and online lectures and are therefore pertinent to the future of higher education 

teaching in the UK. 

 

1.2. Background to the research project 

EAP is taught in a wide range of contexts, including private language schools, 

secondary schools and higher education institutions, in both anglophone countries 

and English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) settings (de Chazal, 2014). In the UK, 

EAP courses may vary in length from a one-hour workshop to a year-long foundation 

or pre-sessional programme, may be taught to those who have English as a first 

language (L1 speakers) as well as L2 speakers of English, and whilst predominantly 

targeted at those studying in English, EAP courses may also provide support for 

post-doctoral researchers and members of staff (de Chazal, 2014, Hyland, 2018). 

This means that there is no one clear definition of what EAP is (Campion, 2016). For 

example, Bruce (2011, p.6) defines EAP as ‘the study of English for the purpose of 

participating in higher education’, whereas Hyland and Shaw (2016, p.1) provide a 

much wider definition stating that EAP is ‘a branch of applied linguistics, consisting of 

a body of research into effective teaching and assessment, descriptions of the 

linguistic and discoursal structures of academic texts, and analysis of the textual 

practices of academics’. Monbec (2018, p.92) even goes so far as to describe EAP 

as a ‘field of struggles’ characterised by ongoing debates regarding what the remit of 

EAP is and how EAP syllabus design should be approached.  

 

The EAP context for this research is a 10-week pre-sessional EAP course at a 

British university and the discussions regarding EAP will be limited to this branch of 
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the EAP field. Pre-sessional courses are usually full-time EAP courses which have 

the dual aims of increasing a student’s language level so that they meet the 

minimum specified language requirement for their tertiary academic programme, and 

also developing students’ academic skills to prepare them for study within a British 

university (de Chazal, 2014, Pearson, 2020a). Within this thesis, EAP is therefore 

broadly taken to mean ‘the teaching of English with the specific aim of helping 

learners to study, conduct research or teach in that language’ (Flowerdew and 

Peacock, 2001, p.8), but also encompasses the wider aim that effective EAP 

courses help students become familiar with the expectations of British university 

study (Alexander et al., 2008). However, even within this branch of EAP, there is 

wide variation in the length and content of pre-sessional EAP courses and there is 

no one typical EAP programme. In order to further contextualise this thesis, 

information about the specific pre-sessional course which the student participants 

attended is therefore provided in Section 1.5.  

 

My interest in the factors which impact on L2 students’ lecture comprehension arose 

through my work as an EAP tutor at various higher education institutions, both in the 

UK and abroad, and my feelings of professional dissatisfaction when attempting to 

prepare pre-sessional EAP students for their future lecture experiences. Early in my 

career as an EAP tutor, I carried out a small-scale research project (Kilbon, 2010), 

as part of my MA in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). I 

compared the lecture preparation activities used on one pre-sessional EAP course 

against relevant literature regarding both L2 lecture listening and the teaching of 

listening skills more generally. I concluded that the pre-sessional course prepared 

students for an outdated lecture model in which a lecturer delivers information for 

one to two hours with little visual support, and during which the students attempt to 

make notes on everything that they think is important. This lecture model is in line 

with the way that lectures developed as a pedagogic tool, with origins in the late 12th 

century (Brown and Race, 2002), before books and journal articles were readily 

available, and when the only way for students to obtain new information was to listen 

to a lecture and write down everything heard (Brown and Race, 2002). Yet my MA 

research suggested that students in higher education in the UK now have very 

different lecture experiences. Students can now easily access most written academic 

texts, higher education guidance for lecturers (e.g. Morton, 2009) encourages 
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interaction in lectures, and the use of presentation software in most lectures 

(Sutherland and Badger, 2004) means that students often have to process both 

spoken and visual input simultaneously. I also concluded that note-taking skills may 

have become less important as students are likely to have access to hand-outs 

before a lecture (Shin, 2008, Sutherland and Badger, 2004). However, at the end of 

my research project, I was still unclear about what might cause L2 students to have 

comprehension problems when listening to academic lectures, and how pre-

sessional EAP courses could better prepare their students.  

 

One of the main reasons that I finished my MA research with a large number of 

unanswered questions is the lack of published literature regarding academic listening 

and lecture comprehension, particularly with regard to L2 students. In a special 

listening edition of the Journal of English for Academic Purposes, Lynch (2011) 

highlighted the dearth of articles about lecture listening which had been published in 

the journal. He suggests that the lack of research is due to the complexities of 

conducting effective research into listening, such as the inaccessibility of listening 

processes and the multitude of influences on those processes. The difficulties 

associated with carrying out academic listening and lecture comprehension research 

are also reflected in the narrow range of literature which has been published. Most 

academic listening research tends to either analyse the discourse of academic 

lectures and the effects that different discourse features have on L2 listener 

comprehension (e.g. Crawford Camiciottoli, 2004, Jung, 2003, Littlemore, 2001), or 

focuses on particular cognitive listening processes and is not carried out in situ (e.g. 

Field, 2011, Ward, 2018). Although both of these types of research help develop an 

understanding of the problems L2 listeners encounter, they only examine a fragment 

of L2 listeners’ overall lecture experiences and do not consider the numerous factors 

which may affect comprehension during an actual lecture. As identified by Carkin 

(2005, p.90), research which only considers one variable within a lecture cannot 

‘adequately describe the complex or multidimensional nature of communication in 

lecture (or human) discourse’.  

 

There is a small body of research which considers L2 students’ lecture comprehension 

in situ, via interviews or questionnaires about students’ perceptions of their lecture 

experiences. However, as will be discussed in Chapter 2, most of this research has 
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been carried out outside the UK, with undergraduate rather than postgraduate 

students, and often with participants whose English language level is not identified 

(e.g. Airey and Linder, 2006, Flowerdew and Miller, 1992). These three issues make 

it difficult to determine whether the student perceptions reported are likely to be similar 

to those of postgraduate L2 students studying in the UK, and particularly to those 

students who have the minimum language requirement for their academic courses. 

 

1.3. Rationale for the research project 

Despite the complexities of carrying out research into L2 students’ lecture 

comprehension, it is an important area to study. Due to both the economic benefits 

of recruiting international students (Johnes, 2004) and the wider higher education 

internationalisation agenda (University of Oxford, 2017), there are usually a large 

number of L2 students studying in British universities. Between 2001/02 and 2016/17 

the number of non-European Union (EU) students studying in higher education 

institutions in the UK rose from just over 150,000 to 307,540 (HESA, 2018, Ryan and 

Carroll, 2005). In 2016/17, this represented thirteen percent of the total student 

population (HESA, 2018). Although some of the non-EU students studying in the UK 

will have English as a first language, the majority do not. Non-EU students tend to 

make up a higher proportion of the cohort at postgraduate level than at 

undergraduate level, with forty-six per cent of postgraduate students coming from 

outside the EU in 2015/16 (UKCISA, 2017). The vast majority of those students 

came from China (UKCISA, 2017). Whilst the number of non-EU students studying in 

the UK may drop in the immediate future due to the impact of the Coronavirus 

pandemic on international travel, these students provide an important source of 

revenue for British universities (Murray, 2016b) and it is likely that there will be a 

drive to return international student numbers to pre-Coronavirus pandemic levels as 

quickly as possible. It is vital that those working in higher education are able to 

understand the experiences of L2 students, otherwise these students may be viewed 

as deficit or problematic (Hanassab, 2016, Morrison et al., 2005, Murray, 2016a, 

Ryan and Carroll, 2005), and may not be provided with adequate support during their 

postgraduate programmes (Brown, 2008). Many L2 students will also attend a pre-

sessional EAP course before starting their postgraduate programme. In 2018-19 
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there were 119 higher education institutions in the UK offering pre-sessional EAP 

courses (Pearson, 2020b). It is also important for these EAP departments to have a 

good understanding of the experiences of L2 students once they move on to their 

academic courses so that students can be appropriately prepared for their future 

studies.  

 

1.4. Research questions 

The paucity of academic listening and lecture comprehension research and, in 

particular, research which specifically examines the influences on L2 students’ 

lecture comprehension in situ in the UK, underlies this research project. The 

research questions were deliberately framed to be open and exploratory in nature 

and were not limited to issues identified in previous literature. However, in order to 

overcome issues identified with some previous research, in which the perceptions of 

L2 students with no specified language level, or from a range of academic 

disciplines, are reported as though they represent one homogenous group, the L2 

students were recruited from a clearly defined cohort. As outlined in Section 1.1, the 

student participants entered a British university with a language level equivalent to 

IELTS 5.5, attended a ten-week pre-sessional EAP course in order to increase their 

English proficiency to the equivalent of IELTS 6.5, and then progressed to either an 

MSc Management or an MSc Accounting and Finance course within the university’s 

School of Management. These two programmes were chosen because they shared 

a core module, Accountability, Representation and Control (ARC) in semester one, 

which eased the data collection process. This will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 3.  

 

Although L2 students’ perceptions about lecture comprehension may alter as their 

language skills and subject knowledge develop, there is also little research which 

has considered this aspect of lecture comprehension. Some previous research into 

L2 students’ lecture comprehension (e.g. Benson, 1989, Flowerdew and Miller, 1992, 

Miller, 2002) has included data collected over periods of up to three years but none 

of the studies have reported specifically on changes in perceptions. This research 

project was therefore conducted longitudinally, over nine months, with two interviews 
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carried out whilst the students attended the pre-sessional EAP course, and four 

interviews conducted during their master’s programmes, in order to identify whether 

the students’ perceptions changed over their time at the university. Finally, the lack 

of published research about L2 students’ lecture comprehension means that EAP 

practitioners and academic lecturers may hold differing views about the factors which 

affect lecture comprehension, when compared to the views of the L2 students they 

teach. This research project therefore aimed to identify whether such a divergence 

exists. All of these considerations led to the research questions presented below.  

 

Research Question 1. What do taught postgraduate students studying in a second 

language within a School of Management at a British university, and with a language 

level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, perceive as being the main factors which affect their 

lecture comprehension? 

 

Research Question 2. How do these students’ perceptions regarding the factors 

which affect their lecture comprehension change from their entry into the university 

as pre-sessional EAP students to the end of the taught input on their master’s 

programmes? 

 

Research Question 3. How are these students’ perceptions of the factors which 

affect their lecture comprehension similar to or different from those of EAP tutors 

who teach on the pre-sessional EAP course and academic lecturers who teach on 

their master’s programmes? 

 

1.5. The study setting 

In order to provide some background context to the research project, the institution in 

which the data was collected and the pre-sessional and academic courses attended 

by the students, will briefly be described here. This research project was carried out 

at a British pre-1992 university. At the time the data was collected in 2015/16, the 

number of postgraduate taught (PGT) students at the university who were non-UK 

domicile students was higher than the UK-wide average. Approximately eighty per 

cent of the PGT registered students in 2015/16 were non-UK domicile students, and 
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just under fifty per cent of the total number of PGT students came from China 

(Registry, 2016, personal communication, 19th April).  

 

This thesis focuses on seven student participants, three female and four male, from 

China, Taiwan, Turkey and Saudi Arabia. These students all entered the university 

with a conditional offer for a PGT course in the School of Management. In all 

instances, the condition of the offer was that the student’s language level at the time 

of application did not meet the language requirement for their course. The students 

therefore attended the English Language Teaching Department’s (ELTD) ten-week 

pre-sessional EAP course, Course X, in order to meet that condition. More details 

about the participants in this research will be provided in Chapter 3. 

 

1.5.1. Overview of Course X  

Course X took place between July and September 2015, with 462 L2 students 

enrolled on the course. Students attended twenty-one hours of taught input per week 

and were also expected to complete at least fifteen hours of independent study each 

week. The course had three components: reading and writing, speaking and 

listening, and an extended essay writing strand called project. The broad aim of each 

strand is shown in table 1.1 below and the scheme of work for each component can 

be found in Appendix 1.  
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Table 1.1. Summer 2015 Course X aims (University, 2015a). 

Reading 

You will learn and develop skills for identifying useful parts of a text, finding the information you 

need, reading and understanding, and coping with unknown vocabulary. 

Writing 

You will develop your grammar, vocabulary, academic style and organisation for writing essays. You 

will learn to write more effective paragraphs, introductions and conclusions. 

Speaking 

You will learn expressions and vocabulary for communicating effectively in different kinds of 

academic discussions. You will get practice in expressing your opinions and understanding others. 

You will develop and practise presentation skills. 

Listening 

You will learn to be more effective in lectures, identifying the main points and taking effective notes. 

Project class 

You will learn how to develop a 1500 word essay in your own academic subject. You will make a 

plan, use the library to do research, and write a draft. You will learn how to reference and avoid 

plagiarism. 

 

As can be seen from the broad aims, Course X had a strong focus on developing 

skills necessary for academic study, such as finding useful information in an 

academic article or writing an effectively organised paragraph. The speaking and 

writing aims suggest that there was also a focus on developing students’ academic 

grammar and vocabulary knowledge. However, this was often left to individual EAP 

tutors to incorporate into lessons, rather than being systematically developed via the 

scheme of work. Although the aim of this thesis is not to carry out an in-depth 

analysis of Course X, in order to provide further background context to the thesis, the 

listening strand is described briefly in the next section. The appropriacy of the 

listening strand will be discussed in Chapter 6. 

 

1.5.2. The listening strand of Course X 

During Course X, academic listening and speaking skills were taught in combined 

lessons, with one ninety-minute speaking and listening lesson per day. In total, there 

were thirty-six speaking and listening classes over the ten-week course. However, as 

lessons usually included both speaking and listening input and practice, it is difficult 
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to determine exactly how much time was actually spent on the development of 

listening skills. Only twenty-two different listening texts were used during the course 

which, combined with the information provided on the scheme of work, suggests that 

only twenty-two of the speaking and listening lessons (just over 60%) had academic 

listening activities written into the materials. Surprisingly for classes which aimed to 

help students be more effective in lectures, none of the listening texts used during 

Course X were extracts from real lectures, although two of the twenty-two listening 

texts were videos of what appear to be authentic, i.e. not produced specifically as 

learning materials, academic presentations. Another six listening texts had a lecture 

or presentation format. However, all of these were scripted. The other fourteen 

listening texts used during Course X were dialogues, discussions or monologues and 

did not have a lecture format. This is likely to be because, whilst the broad aim of the 

listening strand, as shown in table 1.1, was for students to be more effective in 

lectures, students also have to do other types of academic listening at university, for 

example, during seminar discussions or one-to-one tutorials. Although this thesis 

focuses specifically on lecture comprehension, it would be remiss of an EAP pre-

sessional course to exclude other types of academic listening from its scheme of 

work.  

 

An example of a typical speaking and listening lesson can be found in Appendix 2. 

Whilst no detailed examination of the materials has been carried out, a brief review 

of the materials indicates that the listening activities accompanying the spoken texts 

were usually comprehension checking type tasks. This is known as taking a 

comprehension approach to listening (Field, 2008c) and generally involves teachers 

testing how much students have understood rather than teaching them how to listen 

better (Field, 2008c). There were also six lessons that were accompanied by tasks 

which were related to developing students’ note-taking skills (see Appendix 3 for a 

lesson which includes note-taking activities). However, three of those lessons 

actually involved students listening, taking notes and then using those notes to 

answer comprehension questions. The other three lessons with a note-taking focus 

contained activities which either introduced tips for note-taking, such as using 

abbreviations and bullet points, considered different note-taking styles, such as 

mind-maps, or involved scaffolded note-taking to help distinguish between main 

points and examples.  
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1.5.3. Overview of the master’s programmes 

Once the student participants had completed the pre-sessional EAP course and met 

the language requirement for their master’s courses, they progressed to the 

university’s School of Management. This is a large department within the university 

and, in the academic year 2015/16, had approximately five thousand students 

studying undergraduate and postgraduate courses, both campus-based and 

distance-learning (University, 2015b). Three of the student participants progressed to 

an MSc Accounting and Finance course and four of the students progressed to an 

MSc Management course. Each MSc had four taught modules per semester, 

followed by submission of a 15,000 word dissertation. The taught input for each 

module consisted of ten weekly lectures, each two hours long, and one two-hour 

seminar per module (University, 2015b). Further details of some of the postgraduate 

taught modules delivered by the School of the Management will be given in Chapters 

3 and 4, and the format of the lectures will be discussed throughout this thesis. 

 

1.6. Outline of the thesis 

This thesis is divided into seven chapters. In this first chapter, I have outlined the 

background to the research project, which arose from my professional interests as 

an EAP practitioner, and stated the research questions. In order to provide context 

for the remainder of the thesis, I have also briefly described the institution in which 

the data was collected, the ten-week pre-sessional EAP course which the students 

attended as a condition of their university offer, and the academic department which 

the student participants were enrolled in. 

 

Chapter 2 presents a review of relevant academic literature. The chapter identifies 

the cognitive listening framework which provides a theoretical framework for the 

academic listening discussion in this thesis. It also reviews previous research into L2 

students’ lecture comprehension, in order to highlight the need for this research 

project, and critically discusses the role of note-taking within lectures in order to 

contextualise some of the students’ perceptions which are discussed later in the 

thesis. Finally, the very limited body of research relating to the teaching of academic 

listening and lecture comprehension skills will be outlined as the research carried out 
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for this thesis has implications for EAP pedagogy. It is important to establish how 

academic listening and lecture comprehension may be currently taught on EAP 

courses in order to frame the later recommendations. 

 

Chapter 3 focuses on the research methods and explains the rationale for various 

methodological decisions which were made when collecting and analysing the data. 

This chapter also provides profiles of the three groups of participants in the study: 

the L2 students, the EAP practitioners, and the academic lecturers. 

 

Chapters 4 and 5 report on the data which was collected during the participant 

interviews. Chapter 4 focuses specifically on research question one, describing the 

data collected in relation to two main themes and five sub-themes which were 

identified from the students’ perceptions. Chapter 5 describes the changes in student 

perceptions identified in order to answer research question 2. It also presents the 

data collected from the EAP practitioners and academic lecturers in order to answer 

research question 3.  

 

Chapter 6 discusses the L2 student, EAP practitioner and academic lecturer 

perceptions in relation to the research questions and existing research. Within this 

chapter, the interconnectivity between the factors raised by the students is 

discussed, along with the importance of focusing on lecture comprehension rather 

than just academic listening. The chapter also includes implications for EAP and 

higher education pedagogy which can be drawn from the results. 

 

Finally, Chapter 7 summarises the thesis. It then discusses some of the limitations of 

the study and recommends areas for future research. The chapter finishes with a 

reiteration of the originality of this study and it’s contribution to the existing body of 

literature. 
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review  

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter provides relevant background to the research questions outlined in 

Chapter 1. It begins by examining the cognitive aural processing of spoken 

language, particularly with regard to L2 listeners. Field’s (2013) model of listening is 

used as a framework to describe particular aural processing issues which L2 

listeners may encounter. This model will be returned to in later chapters in order to 

help contextualise the description and discussion of some of the thesis results. The 

chapter then moves on to briefly discuss lectures as a teaching and learning method 

before focusing on L2 students’ lecture comprehension, identifying gaps in this 

research area and highlighting the need for the current research. This is followed by 

an examination of the role of note-taking within lectures and the potential impact of 

note-taking on lecture comprehension. The development of note-taking skills was a 

core aim of the Course X listening strand. It is therefore prudent to have an 

understanding of the existing research regarding note-taking within lectures in order 

to consider how note-taking may have impacted on the interviewed students’ 

perceptions of lecture comprehension. Finally, research related to the teaching of 

academic listening and lecture comprehension skills during EAP courses will be 

discussed. Although the main aim of this thesis is to identify L2 students’ perceptions 

about the factors which affect their lecture comprehension, the research findings also 

have implications for EAP pedagogy. Section 2.6 will therefore outline the limited 

body of research in this area. This research will be referred to in Chapter 6 when 

suggestions are made regarding the development of EAP students’ lecture 

comprehension skills.  
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2.2. Cognitive processing of spoken language 

In order to discuss L2 students’ comprehension of the spoken input they receive in 

lectures, it is necessary to understand how L2 listeners process this input. Whilst 

hearing is the ‘physical process that allows for the reception and conversion of 

soundwaves to electrochemical impulses’ (Rost, 2011, p.325), when we listen we 

intentionally try to make sense of the input through cognitive processes (Rost, 2005). 

This starts with a listener receiving ‘a set of disturbances of the air’ caused by a 

speaker, and should end with the listener having an idea in their mind of the 

speaker’s intended message and how that fits in with other information heard so far 

(Field, 2013, p.93). Although these highly complex processes are ‘invisible to direct 

inspection’ (Cutler, 2012, p.12), in-depth models have been developed by cognitive 

psychologists to identify how listeners recognise speech sounds, match those 

sounds to words, and interpret the meaning of an utterance (e.g. Anderson, 2009, 

Clark and Clark, 1977, Cutler, 2012, Eysenck and Keane, 2015). These models have 

in turn been used by second language listening researchers to both compare L1 and 

L2 listening processes, and to discuss particular issues which language learners 

may encounter when listening in L2. However, whilst models of L1 listening help to 

explain listening in L2, listening in a second language is different to listening in your 

first language. L1 listeners usually move between the cognitive processes rapidly 

and automatically without paying attention to the individual words heard (Vandergrift 

and Goh, 2012). In contrast, L2 listeners have to pay conscious attention to some 

aspects of the input, although the amount of attention required will be dependent on 

their L2 listening ability. The conscious attention required to process aural input is 

known as controlled processing (Vandergrift and Goh, 2012) and, as it cannot be 

carried out at the same speed as automatic processing (Révész and Brunfaut, 

2013), the more controlled processing which takes place, the more likely there is to 

be a breakdown of communication (Vandergrift and Goh, 2012). This is because 

controlled processing places additional demands on the working memory (Révész 

and Brunfaut, 2013) and may cause it to become overloaded (Joaquin, 2018).  

 

Much of the literature regarding second language listening comprehension refers to 

two different but interdependent processing methods: bottom-up processing and top-
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down processing (e.g. Flowerdew and Miller, 2005, Graham, 2006, Tsui and 

Fullilove, 1998). These terms refer to the direction in which information is described 

as being processed (Field, 2008c). Bottom-up processing suggests that the listener 

develops their understanding of a spoken text by starting with the individual sounds, 

which are combined into words, then phrases, clauses, sentences, and finally ideas 

and concepts (Flowerdew and Miller, 2005). The listener uses their lexical and 

grammatical knowledge to process the incoming sounds and determine meaning 

(Flowerdew and Miller, 2005). Top-down processing implies that rather than relying 

on the incoming sounds, the listener makes use of pre-established contextual and 

prior knowledge, which they already have stored in their long-term memory, to 

interpret the aural input (Flowerdew and Miller, 2005, Vandergrift and Goh, 2012). 

There has historically been less focus on researching the bottom-up listening skills of 

L2 listeners as it was thought that listeners could use contextual information to 

compensate for problems identifying individual sounds and words (Field, 2008a). 

However, recently there has been more discussion around developing learners’ 

bottom-up processing skills (e.g. Lynch, 2006, Siegel and Siegel, 2015, Vandergrift, 

2004, Wilson, 2003). In fact, there is now general recognition that successful L2 

listening involves a synthesis of the two (e.g. Field, 2004, Goh, 2000, O’Malley et al., 

1989, Tsui and Fullilove, 1998) as listeners need to use bottom-up processing to 

‘identify the topic of an utterance’ whilst at the same time using top-down processing 

to ‘appreciate the relevance of the utterance’ (Field, 2008c, p.133).  

 

The bottom-up / top-down model of L2 listening provides a relatively easy to 

understand model which can be mapped onto L2 listening classroom tasks. Bottom-

up listening is generally associated with decoding language activities, such as 

understanding connected speech, whilst top-down listening activities are often 

associated with prediction tasks. However, there is criticism of the bottom-up / top-

down model as it suggests that processing of information is either from small-to-large 

(bottom-up) or large-to-small (top-down) units of information (Field, 2008c). It 

therefore does not fully represent the complexity of the cognitive processes involved 

in either L1 or L2 listening which, as indicated above, actually involves a synthesis of 

the two. In order to allow for more nuanced discussion of L2 students’ aural 

processing issues, later chapters of this thesis will make reference to the cognitive 
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listening framework proposed by Field (2013). This framework was developed for 

use within the field of second language testing and represents ‘an empirically 

attested model of the target [listening] skill as employed by expert users [of the 

language]’ (Field, 2013, p.84). Rather than suggesting a linear sequence of 

processing, Field divides listening into lower-level processes, which are associated 

with input being encoded into language and take place in the working memory, and 

higher-level processes, which are associated with building meaning and take place 

in the long-term memory (Field, 2013). Field’s (2013) framework is an extension of 

Anderson’s (2009) cognitive psychology language processing model, which is 

frequently referenced in texts about second language listening (e.g. Field, 2011, 

Lynch, 2009, O’Malley et al., 1989, Siegel, 2016, Vandergrift and Goh, 2012).  

Anderson’s (2009) model subdivides listening into the three interconnected and 

overlapping stages of: 

1. perceptual processing: identifying words from sounds  

2. parsing: using the phonetic representations to retrieve possible meanings 

from the long-term memory 

3. utilisation: making use of the mental representation of the text’s meaning 

Field (2013) develops Anderson’s model by sub-dividing the perceptual processing 

stage into input decoding and lexical search, as these are viewed as two separate 

levels of processing, each with their own knowledge source. Input decoding, lexical 

search and parsing are all described by Field as lower-level cognitive processes. He 

also sub-divides Anderson’s utilisation stage into meaning construction and 

discourse representation in order to distinguish between processes which 

contextualise and extend the bare meaning of the input, which Field calls meaning 

construction, and processes in which the listener decides how relevant the input is, 

which is termed discourse representation (Field, 2013). Meaning construction and 

discourse representation are both referred to by Field as higher-level cognitive 

processes. Field’s (2013) model provides a framework in which the key issues that 

L2 listeners may encounter can be discussed more accurately than by using either a 

bottom-up / top-down model or the three-stage model outlined by Anderson (2009). 

This is important for this thesis as, whilst the research does not attempt to pinpoint 

exact points of comprehension breakdown due to cognitive processing issues, 
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reference to a cognitive processing model assists with the interpretation of some of 

the results described in Chapters 4 and 5, and the discussion of those results in 

Chapter 6. The five stages of Field’s model, and the main issues which L2 listeners 

may encounter at each stage, will therefore be outlined below. 

 

2.2.1. Input decoding 

During input decoding, the listener focuses on phonological sounds (Anderson, 

2009). As the listener receives a series of acoustic signals, they separate the speech 

sounds from other aural input and identify the phonemes, which are then turned into 

groups of syllables (Cutler and Clifton, 1999). In order to do this effectively, the 

listener needs to be able to successfully recognise phonemes, syllable structures 

and acoustic emphasis patterns (Field, 2008c, Vandergrift and Goh, 2012), which 

may present a number of problems for L2 listeners. One particular decoding problem 

for L2 listeners is that they may not recognise phonemes which are not used in their 

L1 (Rost, 2005). A second issue for L2 listeners is that they need to be able to 

recognise and understand the stress and intonation patterns of the second language 

as this will help with word identification, and should also help the listener detect the 

most important word in an intonation group (Field, 2013). An L2 listener’s ability to 

decode input will therefore improve as their phonological knowledge of the L2 

increases (Vandergrift and Goh, 2012). 

 

2.2.2. Lexical search 

During the lexical search, the listener identifies the best word-level matches for a 

string of syllables identified during input decoding (Field, 2013). To do this, the 

listener activates a number of possible candidate words and, as more input is 

processed, the number of candidate words reduces until one word is identified as the 

best match (Field, 2013). Listeners use their knowledge of word frequency to help 

identify a likely match, and also use knowledge of word stress to differentiate 

between similar words (Field, 2013). The lexical search also involves a process 

known as spreading activation, which means that once one word is recognised, 

associated words are likely to be recognised more rapidly if they occur in the 

following discourse (Field, 2013). For example, when the word ‘doctor’ is recognised, 
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this activates associations with connected words such as ‘hospital’ and ‘patient’ 

(Field, 2013). 

 

An L2 listener’s lexical search will clearly be affected by their level of vocabulary 

knowledge, as listeners cannot make a mental representation of the information 

heard if they cannot identify the key content words (Goh, 2000, O’Malley et al., 

1989). Whilst L2 listeners will encounter problems if they do not have enough second 

language knowledge (Kelly, 1991), problems may also occur if an L2 listener is 

familiar with the spellings of words but does not have a sound representation, or has 

an incorrect sound representation, in their long-term memory (Goh, 2000). Research 

into the role of vocabulary knowledge in listening comprehension (e.g. Mecartty, 

2000, Stæhr, 2009, Vandergrift, 2006) has shown that the amount of vocabulary 

knowledge necessary for comprehension will vary depending on the type and 

purpose of the listening activity and the level of understanding required (van Zeeland 

and Schmitt, 2012). With regard to the specific context of this thesis, it is highly likely 

that a lecture delivered as a monologue, with a large amount of content-specific 

language, is at the higher end of the level of vocabulary knowledge required to 

achieve comprehension (Adolphs and Schmitt, 2003). Stæhr (2009) estimates that 

academic listeners need to know ninety-eight per cent of the words in an academic 

lecture to achieve an adequate level of comprehension, i.e. there should only be two 

to three unknown words per minute (Nation, 2013). However, Stæhr’s (2009) 

research used listening texts from the Cambridge ESOL Proficiency Exam and did 

not measure vocabulary knowledge against the content of a live academic lecture. 

Nonetheless, other research into L2 listening comprehension would also suggest 

that academic lectures require a high level of lexical knowledge. Firstly, L2 listeners 

are more likely to recognise high-frequency words than low-frequency words (Muljani 

et al., 1998), yet academic lexis is often low frequency (Révész and Brunfaut, 2013). 

Secondly, listening texts are more difficult for L2 listeners to understand if they have 

a large amount of information content and if the information is highly condensed 

within the text (Révész and Brunfaut, 2013, Rupp et al., 2001), both common 

features of academic lectures (Flowerdew and Miller, 1997, Kuo, 1993, Nesi, 2001). 

Finally, lexis which represents abstract ideas may be more difficult to remember than 

lexis which represents concrete ideas (Paivio et al., 1994), and one of the features of 
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academic vocabulary is that it is more likely to be non-concrete, low-frequency and 

semantically opaque (Corson, 1997).  

 

2.2.3. Parsing 

During parsing, the listener carries forward the words identified during the lexical 

search until the point at which the speaker appears to have completed a grammatical 

unit (Field, 2013). At this point, the listener makes a decision about what has been 

said at clause level (Field, 2013). The listener then moves from having an 

understanding of each individually identified or partially identified word, to holding an 

abstract idea about the meaning of a group of words in their working memory (Field, 

2013, Vandergrift and Goh, 2012). After parsing, the listener may not be able to 

recall the input word for word but can still convey its overall meaning (Field, 2008c).  

 

In order to parse successfully, L2 listeners need to have knowledge of the 

grammatical structures used in the L2 and need to be able to use that knowledge as 

they listen (Rost, 2011). This includes having knowledge of structures which disrupt 

the standard word order, such as the passive voice (Field, 2013). L2 listeners also 

need to be able to recognise when a clause has finished so that they can process 

the information in meaningful chunks (Field, 2010). This requires an L2 listener to 

have knowledge of common syntactic patterns and speech signals, such as 

intonation, pauses and filler words, which indicate the end of one clause and the 

beginning of the next (Field, 2008c, Vandergrift and Goh, 2012). In addition, the 

listener needs to have knowledge of features of connected speech, such as reduced 

forms and elisions, which may make it difficult to identify word boundaries (Field, 

2008c, Vandergrift and Goh, 2012). As with the other lower-level listening processes, 

as a listener’s L2 language knowledge increases, so does their ability to parse. This, 

in turn, will improve their overall listening comprehension as the more quickly an L2 

listener can retrieve the correct literal meaning of spoken input, the larger the chunks 

of meaning they can hold in their working memory before forgetting what has been 

heard (Vandergrift and Goh, 2012).   
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2.2.4. Meaning construction  

In order to move from understanding the literal meaning of the words heard, to 

understanding the relevance of what was said, listeners need to use higher-level 

aural cognitive processes (Field, 2013). Anderson (2009) refers to this processing as 

utilisation and describes how the listener makes use of their mental representation of 

the text’s meaning, for example, by dealing with an instruction or storing the 

meaning, not the form, of a sentence in the long-term memory. However, this does 

not fully describe the cognitive processes required by listeners to construct meaning 

from aural input. Listeners may also need to call on their knowledge of the speaker, 

the situation, the world more generally, or their knowledge of pragmatics in order to 

make sense of the input (Field, 2013). Field (2011) identifies a number of meaning 

construction processes which are particularly important for academic listeners: 

• placing the lecture input into context by drawing on subject knowledge, world 

knowledge, and recall of what has been said so far, 

• inferring connections between ideas when not explicitly stated by the speaker, 

• understanding what referencing words such as it or this are referring to, and 

• interpreting the speaker’s intentions, particularly in relation to pragmatic or 

connotational language. 

Meaning construction can be particularly difficult for L2 listeners because it may 

involve identifying ambiguous references, supplying missing links when information 

has been omitted, making predictions about where the speech is going, or inferring 

unsaid speaker intentions (Andringa et al., 2012, Rost, 2011). All of these may be 

more difficult for L2 listeners due to either cultural variations or differences in the way 

ideas in the L2 are organised and presented compared to the listener’s L1 (Field, 

2008c).  

 

Schematic knowledge is of particular importance for L2 listeners during meaning 

construction as it can help the listener overcome gaps where the lower-level 

processing was unsuccessful (Field, 2008c), and can also be used to make 

predictions or inferences about a text (Goh, 2000, Widdowson, 1983). Rost (2011, 

p.58) describes a schema as a ‘figurative description for any set of simultaneously 

activated connections (related nodes) in the vast frontal cortex of the brain’. 
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However, in discussions about listening or language comprehension, schemata are 

usually described more simply as pre-established patterns of contextual knowledge 

and discourse structure which the listener already has stored in their long-term 

memory (e.g. Flowerdew and Miller, 2005, Lynch, 2006, Widdowson, 1983). For 

example, a person’s schema for the word ‘apple’ would contain everything they know 

and associate with the word, such as knowledge about the fruit, the technology 

company, and idioms such as ‘The Big Apple’ (Field, 2013). With specific regard to 

knowledge required for lecture comprehension, Jeon (2007, p.17) differentiates 

between general prior or background knowledge, and ‘content knowledge’, also 

known as ‘topic-related background knowledge’, which is specific, topical knowledge 

of a text. Having relevant content knowledge is more likely to enhance lecture 

comprehension than having general background knowledge, as students with 

content knowledge will know specific terms commonly used within the discipline, and 

are more likely to be able to differentiate between important and less important input 

(Jeon, 2007). This is particularly relevant when considering the lecture 

comprehension of PGT students who may be accepted onto their course without a 

relevant undergraduate degree, meaning that a lack of pre-existing content 

knowledge may hinder their lecture comprehension. In addition, as L2 listeners need 

to put more effort into lower-level processing than when listening in L1, this diverts 

cognitive attention away from creating meaning (Field, 2008c), whereas when 

listeners can process information automatically, they are able to think about the 

content of what they are hearing, which is crucial for learning (Joaquin, 2018). 

 

Whilst L2 listeners who do not have relevant schematic knowledge may be unable to 

identify the intended message even if they understand all of the words that they hear 

(Goh, 2000), having a relevant schema may also have a negative impact on L2 

listening comprehension. L2 listeners with an existing schema about a topic may rely 

less on their linguistic knowledge, and may instead over-rely on a schema instead of 

processing the incoming language (Jeon, 2007, Long, 1990). This may cause L2 

listeners to incorrectly interpret input because they either alter what they hear so that 

it fits into a preconceived idea of what the text is about (Field, 1997, Field, 2004), or 

rely on guessing the meaning of a word from context instead of attempting to use 

linguistic decoding skills (Tsui and Fullilove, 1998).  
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2.2.4. Discourse representation 

In this stage of aural processing, the meaning which the listener has constructed is 

added to their memory of everything said so far in the listening encounter, and this 

enables the listener to build a cohesive, mental representation of the text (Field, 

2008c, Gernsbacher et al., 1990). The listener’s discourse representation will 

continue to grow until the listening encounter ends (Field, 2008c).  

 

Field (2011) identifies a number of discourse representation processes which are 

particularly important for academic listeners:  

• selecting which lecture input is relevant information to remember and which 

input can be ignored or forgotten, 

• monitoring the lecture input to ensure that it is consistent with what has 

previously been said in the lecture,  

• recognising how incoming input relates to previous points, and 

• identifying the importance of points, and connections between main points 

and subsidiary ones, in order to build a mental structure of macro and micro 

points. 

 

L2 listeners who have not developed automaticity at lower-level processing will have 

less attention available for both meaning construction and discourse representation 

(Field, 2016), thus reducing the likelihood of comprehension. In addition, an oft-cited 

problem with lecture discourse representation is that a student may be unable to 

identify the discourse cues which link the content together (e.g. Lebauer, 1984). This 

will be discussed further in Section 2.4.1. However, a more general problem for L2 

listeners may be that they fail to recognise new lines of argument (Field, 2013) and 

therefore only focus their attention at a local, linear level, rather than building a 

hierarchical representation of the lecture content (Field, 2016, Olsen and Huckin, 

1990). If an L2 listener fails to build a mental representation of a hierarchical network 

of interconnected ideas, and instead focuses only on small units of meaning 

obtained at a linear level, they are likely to retain much less of what has been heard 

(Field, 2008c).  
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2.3. Lectures 

This section provides an overview of lectures, in order to establish some of the 

general issues associated with this teaching method in higher education, before 

moving on to focus specifically on L2 student lecture comprehension. The term 

lecture is widely used in higher education but appears to have no clear definition. In 

this thesis, I use the term lecture to mean a method of teaching which involves ‘one 

person talking to many about a topic or theme’ (Brown and Bakhtar, 1988, p.132), as 

this aligns with the style of lectures observed during the data collection period. In this 

form of lecture, there is a focus on the transmission of content from a lecturer to 

students, with the learners viewed as passive recipients of knowledge (Phillips, 

2005). Although guidance for lecturers (e.g. Biggs and Tang, 2011, Mortiboys, 2010, 

Morton, 2009, Race, 2015) suggests that learning from lectures can be improved by 

including interactive activities, such as small group discussions, the lectures 

observed for this thesis predominantly involved transactional (one-way) listening, 

with interaction between the lecturer and the students largely limited to the beginning 

and end of the lecture. The effectiveness of this style of lecture is much debated 

within higher education literature due to a paucity of evidence that it is effective as a 

teaching tool (Bligh, 2000). However, arguments for and against the use of lectures 

as a teaching method in higher education are often highly subjective and not clearly 

linked to evidence-based research (French and Kennedy, 2016). For example, 

Charlton (2006, p.1263), in a journal editorial advocating the use of lectures in 

science teaching, puts forward an unevidenced argument that a series of lectures 

represents ‘a formally structured social event’ which promotes learning due to its 

links back to historic and pre-historic methods of communication which were, until 

relatively recently, always spoken and face-to-face rather than written. In contrast, 

guidance written specifically for the higher education sector often calls into question 

the value of mono-directional lectures as a teaching method. For example, Bligh 

(2000) argues that the passive nature of lectures means that they cannot be used to 

promote thought or change attitudes. Similarly, according to Laurillard (2002), if the 

university education system was started anew, it is unlikely that lectures would be 

chosen as the best form of pedagogy to teach complex and difficult to understand 

ideas. This is because the success of lectures depends on the cohort of students 

having similar knowledge and abilities, whilst the lecturer needs a very clear 
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understanding of the cohort in order to tailor the lecture content appropriately 

(Laurillard, 2002).  

 

Although the main focus of this thesis is on L2 students’ comprehension of lectures, 

i.e. their ability to understand the input, rather than on L2 students’ ability to develop 

their content knowledge and learn from attending lectures, the impact which the 

students’ comprehension issues may have had on their learning will be referred to in 

Chapter 6. In this thesis, learning in predominantly mono-directional lectures will be 

considered from a constructivist viewpoint which, as with Field’s (2013) cognitive 

listening framework, is derived from cognitive psychology research and is related to 

the cognitive processing of information (Williams and Burden, 1997). In brief, from a 

constructivist perspective, for learning to take place, information needs to be 

transferred from the working to the long-term memory, linked to existing schemata, 

and be available for later retrieval and recall to the working memory (Chalmers and 

Fuller, 1996, Mathieson, 2015). However, the working memory has limited capacity 

(Weinstein et al., 2019) and if it becomes overloaded, learning may not occur 

(Sweller, 2011). Whilst there appears to be little research into the impact that 

learning in a second language in higher education has on the development of 

content knowledge (Dearden and Macaro, 2016), L2 students who cannot 

automatically process language in their working memory may have little spare 

processing capacity to form meaningful associations with existing knowledge in their 

long-term memory (Goh, 2000), which raises questions about the effectiveness of 

lectures as a learning method for L2 students.  

 

The learning of L2 students with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5 is also 

likely to be impeded by additional cognitive demands within a lecture, such as those 

which may arise from the learning activities. Cognitive Load Theory is an 

instructional theory which focuses on the impact which the design of learning 

activities has on learning (Sweller, 2010). In line with a constructivist view of 

learning, Cognitive Load Theory is underpinned by the principle that in order to learn 

new knowledge, information must first be processed in the working memory and then 

stored in the long-term memory in the form of a schema (Sweller et al., 2011). 

Learning occurs through the formation of new schemas, addition to existing 

schemas, or the transformation of existing schemas (Illeris, 2009, King, 1993). As 
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there is a limit to how much information can be processed in the working memory at 

one time, and as information which has not been fully processed in the working 

memory cannot be fully transferred to the long-term memory, overloading the 

working memory will hamper learning (De Jong, 2010, Sweller, 2011).  

 

Cognitive Load Theory divides the cognitive load placed on the working memory 

during learning activities into two main categories: intrinsic and extraneous cognitive 

load (Sweller, 2011). Intrinsic cognitive load is associated with the complexity of the 

content presented and the learner’s prior knowledge of the topic, and can be 

changed by altering what is learnt or the knowledge level of the learner (Sweller, 

2011). The lower the amount of background knowledge a learner has, the more 

complex new learning will be (Jordan et al., 2020). This is because schematic 

information already held in the long-term memory can reduce the cognitive load on 

the working memory, freeing up the working memory to process new information 

(Sweller et al., 1998). Therefore, in order to reduce the intrinsic cognitive load 

associated with a lecture, lecturers should not introduce material too far above the 

level of the learners, although as identified above, this may actually be difficult for a 

lecturer to determine. Lecturers should also assist learning by activating learners’ 

prior knowledge either by instructing them to review important concepts in advance 

of a lecture or by returning to previously introduced information within the lecture 

(Jordan et al., 2020).  

 

Extraneous cognitive load is associated with the way in which information is 

presented to the learner. There are a number of common features of transactional, 

mono-directional lectures which may increase extraneous cognitive load for learners. 

Whilst written input can be broken down into manageable chunks or returned to by a 

learner, lengthy, complex spoken statements which are transitory, i.e. the information 

disappears as new information is presented, mean that the learner has to remember 

information which is no longer available and integrate it with currently appearing 

information (Sweller, 2011). This can severely overload the working memory 

(Sweller, 2011). Lectures are also usually accompanied by PowerPoint slides. These 

can be text heavy and may even be read aloud by lecturers, which will increase the 

cognitive load for learners. This is because presentation of the same material in 

multiple forms, or the mental integration of two or more sources of information, puts 
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a high cognitive load on the working memory and interferes with a learner’s ability to 

transfer information to the long-term memory (Ayres and Sweller, 2014, Centre for 

Education Statistics and Evaluation, 2017). This includes presenting on-screen text 

which is identical to the spoken words (Yue et al., 2013) as reading and listening use 

the same regions of the brain, and so a learner cannot process both sources of input 

simultaneously (Jordan et al., 2020). The cognitive effort required to process 

information of PowerPoint slides within lectures can be reduced by using pictures or 

diagrams rather than text, as imagery is processed by the brain in a different way to 

language (Sweller et al., 2011). Lecturers therefore need to be mindful that their 

teaching methodology can place additional burdens on the working memory of L2 

listeners that which may hinder learning. 

 

Despite the uncertainties about the appropriacy of lectures, higher education 

students in the UK are still likely to spend a significant amount of time attending them 

(Morton, 2009). Lectures have remained a dominant form of university teaching for 

many reasons, the most convincing of which is that lectures enable students to hear 

the views of a researching academic which may be more up to date than, or in 

contrast to, published material (Biggs and Tang, 2011). Some of the more practical 

reasons which have been suggested for continuing the lecturing tradition are that the 

traditional design of many universities means that there are many large lecture 

theatres and few smaller teaching rooms, that lectures are a cost-effective way for 

one lecturer to teach a large number of students at the same time, and that lectures 

meet students’ expectations of higher education teaching (Biggs and Tang, 2011, 

Brown, 2015, Harland, 2012). Therefore, whilst the mono-directional lecturing of 

large groups of students remains a common teaching method, it is important that the 

experiences of L2 students in lectures are researched so that both EAP departments 

and subject lecturers within higher education can help those students navigate this 

potentially problematic teaching method.  

 

2.4. L2 Lecture comprehension 

There are a number of distinctive features of lecture comprehension which 

differentiate lecture listening from other types of listening. In order to successfully 
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understand a lecture, the listener requires background knowledge about the topic 

and needs to be able to distinguish between relevant and less relevant information; 

they often need to be able to listen for long periods of time without any opportunity to 

check understanding; and they usually have to integrate the spoken input with 

information obtained from other media such as visual displays or handouts 

(Flowerdew, 1994). Students who do not have English as their first language are 

likely to find lectures given in English more difficult to comprehend than students 

studying in their L1, although this is clearly dependent on the L2 ability of the 

student. However, there appears to be little research comparing the lecture 

comprehension of students studying in L1 with those studying in L2, even though a 

large number of students studying in higher education in the UK will be studying in 

L2 and, world-wide, the use of English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) in higher 

education is expanding rapidly (Dearden, 2014).  Mulligan and Kirkpatrick (2000), 

carrying out research at an Australian university, compared the lecture 

comprehension of L1 and L2 undergraduate students and found a marked difference 

between the two groups. For example, whilst only thirty-four per cent of the L1 

students felt they had understood a selection of lectures very well, confirming that 

lectures may have shortfalls as a teaching method for all students, even fewer L2 

students, only nine per cent, rated their comprehension in the same way. Mulligan 

and Kirkpatrick’s research will be discussed in more detail in Section 2.4.3. Research 

conducted in EMI settings has also shown that students have more comprehension 

problems when listening in L2 compared with L1. For example, in Airey and Linder’s 

(2006) study of physics undergraduates in Sweden, which will also be discussed in 

more detail in Section 2.4.3, students reported being less able to simultaneously take 

notes and listen during lectures given in English than those given in Swedish. The 

students also felt the need to do more pre- and post-lecture preparation before 

lectures given in English, when compared with lectures given in Swedish.  

 

Research which focuses specifically on L2 students’ comprehension of academic 

lectures can be broadly divided into three categories: 

1. Research into the discourse of academic lectures and the effects which 

different discourse features have on comprehension  (e.g. Crawford 

Camiciottoli, 2004, Jung, 2003, Littlemore, 2001).  
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2. Research into the cognitive processes used by listeners to process spoken 

academic texts (e.g. Field, 2011, Ward, 2018).  

3. Research into students’ perceptions of the problems they have with lecture 

comprehension and the strategies and skills used to overcome those 

problems (e.g. Flowerdew and Miller, 1992, Lynch, 2015, Miller, 2007, 2009, 

Mulligan and Kirkpatrick, 2000).   

Although each of these types of research help to develop an understanding of the 

factors which affect L2 students’ lecture comprehension, the first two categories 

consider only a fragment of the overall lecture experience, and are often researched 

by analysing lecture discourse or exposing students to sections of lecture recordings, 

rather than by considering students’ comprehension when listening in situ. They will 

therefore be discussed briefly here, with more attention given to the third type of 

study which focuses more holistically on L2 students’ lecture comprehension 

experiences. 

 

2.4.1. Academic lecture discourse 

Research into the effects of lecture discourse on L2 students includes studies into 

the use of metaphor (e.g. Littlemore, 2001), humour (e.g. Wang, 2014), formulaic 

language (e.g. Yeldham, 2015), and lecturer questions (e.g. Suviniitty, 2010). 

However, most of the research in this area has explored the impact of discourse 

structuring features on L2 students’ lecture comprehension. Much of this research 

focuses on conversational style lectures in which the lecturer delivers the lecture 

from notes in a relatively informal way, rather than reading from a script (Decarrico 

and Nattinger, 1988). This was the style of lecture used by the lecturers observed 

during this research project. Lecturers use discourse structuring features to signal 

different stages of their lectures (Young, 1994), and therefore knowledge of these 

features can potentially improve L2 students’ lecture comprehension (del Pozo, 

2016). This is because, as mentioned in Section 2.2.4, if a listener fails to 

successfully recognise discourse structuring cues, then they are less likely to be able 

to build a cohesive mental representation of the text.  
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Guidance for lecturers (e.g. Bligh, 2000, Morss and Murray, 2005, Morton, 2009) 

generally emphasises that lecturers should use clear signposting phrases, also 

known as macro-markers, to structure their lectures and link ideas together. Macro-

markers include phrases such as, ‘Today we’ll talk about…’ or ‘Now let’s take a look 

at ….’ (del Pozo, 2016, p.29). Research which contrasts students’ comprehension of 

recordings containing these structures with recordings which have had the markers 

removed, demonstrates that L2 students better understand lectures which contain 

macro-markers (e.g. Chaudron and Richards, 1986, Jung, 2006). However in real-

life, lecturers have been found to use macro-markers inconsistently (Flowerdew and 

Miller, 1997), or may use other structures, such as rhetorical questions, which L2 

students do not recognise as discourse markers (Crawford Camiciottoli, 2007, 

Young, 1994). In addition, conversational lectures are also likely to contain a large 

number of informal micro-level discourse markers which may confuse L2 listeners. 

For example, lecturers may use words or phrases such as ‘all right’, ‘so’ or ‘okay’ to 

give structure to their speech, or adverbs such as ‘essentially’ or ‘basically’ to signal 

explanation, but L2 listeners may either miss these or misunderstand their purpose, 

particularly if they have been taught to focus on macro-markers (Crawford 

Camiciottoli, 2007, Flowerdew and Miller, 1997, Martinez et al., 2013, Nattinger and 

DeCarrico, 1992). Lecturers may also use micro-markers to fill pauses or to give 

themselves time to organise their thoughts, and this may be problematic for L2 

students who do not recognise the function of these words (Biber, 2006, Flowerdew 

and Miller, 1997). A further issue which discourse studies have identified with 

conversational style lectures is that these lectures are likely to contain other features 

of informal spoken language, such as reduced forms, ellipsis, idioms, and vague 

expressions, which L2 listeners may find difficult to process (Crawford Camiciottoli, 

2007).  

 

2.4.2. Cognitive processing in academic listening 

The cognitive processes involved in listening were discussed in detail in Section 2.2, 

using Field’s (2013) listening model as a framework. Field (2009, 2011, 2016, 2018) 

has additionally discussed cognitive processing issues which may affect L2 listeners 

in an academic context. Much of his evidence for this has been obtained by 

collecting data through paused transcription, i.e. the listeners hear a short recording 
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containing irregular pauses and, during each pause, the listener has to write down 

the last four or five words heard (Field, 2011). One processing issue which Field 

(2008b) has identified for L2 listeners with a language level of IELTS 5.5 to 6.5, is 

that they are more likely to assume that they have misheard a known word than 

assume that they are encountering an unknown word. Incorrect identification of lexis 

may therefore lead to a mistaken interpretation of the lecturer’s intended argument.  

 

A second issue which Field identifies is that listeners with the equivalent of an IELTS 

score of 5.5 to 6.5 are likely to have difficulty with parsing, and are unable to 

completely decode the incoming speech (Field, 2011). Field states that it is only at 

CEFR C1 level, and the most common British university language proficiency entry 

requirement of IELTS 6.5 is at the bottom of the C1 band, that listeners obtain a 

‘relatively complete message’ from decoding, and only at CEFR C2 level can they 

begin to decode with the ‘accuracy of an L1 listener’ (Field, 2011, p.105). He 

therefore argues that L2 listeners probably have to rely heavily on conceptual 

information, i.e. information from the context and co-text, to compensate for the lack 

of perceptual information obtained from the auditory input (Field, 2011). However, 

recent doctoral research by Ward (2018), albeit with participants with a wider 

language range of between IELTS 4.0 and 6.5, found that L2 listeners are actually 

more likely to rely on perceptual cues, i.e. auditory cues such as stressed syllables 

provided by the speech signal, than contextual cues to overcome gaps in 

understanding. She states that this is because it is quicker for listeners to use 

perceptual information as it is instant, hard evidence, compared with the more 

cognitively challenging interpretation required to use conceptual cues. Ward (2018) 

therefore concludes that more attention should therefore be given to the 

development of lower-level processing skills on academic listening courses.  

 

2.4.3. L2 student perceptions 

Studies which focus on L2 students’ perceptions of their lecture comprehension 

usually involve students self-reporting comprehension issues related to lectures 

attended as part of their academic course. However, there are some limitations to 

this type of research. For example, participants may find it hard to quantify how 
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much of a lecture they have understood, or their perceptions may be distorted due to 

the complexity of the cognitive processes involved (Cross and Vandergrift, 2014, 

Tauroza, 2001). Despite these problems, self-reporting provides valuable insights 

into broader issues which may occur in an authentic higher education lecture but 

which may not occur in controlled conditions, such as attempting to listen and learn 

from lecture content instead of just focusing on listening comprehension. Chapter 3 

of this thesis will discuss how this research project attempted to overcome some of 

the limitations associated with self-reporting of comprehension problems. 

Although problems with lecture comprehension often arise in wider research about 

L2 students’ perceptions of their higher education experiences (e.g. Brown, 2008, 

Keefe and Shi, 2017, Prescott and Hellstén, 2015, Shin, 2008, Terraschke and 

Wahid, 2011), there is relatively little research which focuses specifically on students’ 

perceptions regarding the comprehension of academic lectures given in L2. Much of 

the research which does consider this issue has been carried out in EMI settings 

(e.g. Flowerdew and Miller, 1992, Hellekjær, 2010, Miller, 2009), with few studies 

conducted in the USA, Australia or the UK (e.g. Ferris, 1998, Huang, 2005, Lynch, 

2015, Mulligan and Kirkpatrick, 2000). While findings from data obtained in EMI 

contexts provide valuable information about the experience of attending lectures in 

L2, much of the EMI research about lecture comprehension does not establish the 

English language proficiency of the students, and it is therefore difficult to fully 

contextualise the problems students encounter (Macaro et al., 2017). Much of the 

research carried out to date has also focused on the lecture comprehension of 

undergraduate students, or of mixed groups of undergraduate and postgraduate 

students. However, postgraduate students in the UK may face particular 

comprehension problems due to the speed with which they have to adjust to their 

new study environment on a one-year master’s course. This thesis therefore intends 

to provide information about the experiences of taught postgraduate L2 students, 

with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5 and studying in the UK, which is 

missing from the literature described below. 

 

A body of research into L2 students’ perceptions of lectures has been carried out in 

Hong Kong, with data collected from Cantonese speaking undergraduate students, 

with an unspecified language level, attending lectures given in English. Flowerdew 
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and Miller (1992) conducted a ten-week ethnographic study of 30 first-year BA 

Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) students, with the aim of identifying 

students’ perceptions of lectures, the problems they experienced with lecture 

comprehension, and the strategies used to overcome these problems. Flowerdew 

and Miller found that although students rated themselves quite highly as being able 

to understand a lecture, they also reported that the speed of delivery, unknown 

vocabulary, complexity of topics presented, and difficulty concentrating were all 

barriers to understanding lecture content. Miller (2002) also conducted doctoral 

research which involved a three-year ethnographic case study of seventeen 

Cantonese speaking undergraduate engineering students, investigating how they 

coped with their academic lectures given in English. Findings which are particularly 

relevant to L2 lecture comprehension have been published in Miller (2007) and Miller 

(2009). Miller (2007) identified that there may be a mismatch between student and 

lecturer perceptions on issues either within or associated with a lecture. For 

example, the lecturer in Miller’s study provided extensive handouts for the students, 

which could either be downloaded from the university’s intranet or collected from his 

office before each lecture. The lecturer did not therefore pause during lectures to 

allow students time to copy diagrams or equations which were already provided in 

the handouts. However, some of the students complained about the lack of 

handouts, possibly because they did not understand the lecturer’s instructions about 

how to obtain them, or reported difficulties downloading and printing the handouts 

from the intranet. Students also commented that there was not enough time in 

lectures to make notes, even though the handouts were almost verbatim accounts of 

the lectures (Miller, 2007). Although Miller (2007) does not identify whether this 

affected L2 students’ lecture comprehension, it seems likely that any divergence 

between the lecturer’s intentions and the students’ perceptions may lead to some 

confusion for students. Miller (2009) focuses on lecturer action which students 

perceived as improving lecture comprehension. He identifies that if lecturers used 

simplified language, had clear pronunciation, provided handouts, and gave 

examples, students felt better able to understand lectures.  

 

Whilst Flowerdew and Miller (1992) and Miller (2002) formed a comprehensive 

picture of L2 students’ lecture experiences through the collection of data via 

interviews, questionnaires, participant diaries and observations, Airey and Linder 
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(2006) collected data about students’ lecture experiences by videoing lectures 

attended by students and using short, edited extracts of those lectures in stimulated 

recall interviews. The participants were twenty-two Swedish undergraduate physics 

students who were reported as having high levels of English, although their 

proficiency level is not stated. The students initially stated that the language which 

lectures were delivered in, either Swedish or English, did not affect comprehension. 

However, when probed, students reported that they were less willing to both ask and 

answer questions during lectures given in English, and that note-taking was more 

difficult. The students also spent more time preparing for lectures given in English, 

by reading relevant chapters of the textbook, and spent more time after those 

lectures reviewing notes and attempting to retrospectively understand the lecture 

content. This suggests that more effort was, in fact, required to understand lectures 

given in English than in Swedish. 

 

Jeon’s (2007) PhD study to investigate whether content knowledge or L2 listening 

proficiency were more likely to impact on undergraduate students’ lecture 

comprehension included semi-structured interviews with thirteen L2 undergraduate 

students, studying at a university in the USA, to obtain their views on lecture 

comprehension more generally. However, the academic subject area and English 

language level of the interviewed students were not stated. The results show that the 

students were divided in their views about whether content knowledge or listening 

proficiency were more important for lecture comprehension. The participants 

reported that lack of content knowledge made it difficult for them to concentrate and 

stopped them from contextualising the input. However, they also reported problems 

with lower-level processing of the input, for example, an inability to differentiate 

between words with similar pronunciation, and stated that L2 listening proficiency 

was important to enable them to monitor the information heard. Jeon’s interviewees 

also identified that visual aids, such as PowerPoint slides, lecture handouts and 

other pictures or illustrations, helped with comprehension. This was because they 

could understand pictures even if they did not understand what the lecturer was 

saying. The presentation of vocabulary in written form on PowerPoint slides or 

handouts also helped the students understand some vocabulary which they did not 

recognise aurally (Jeon, 2007).  
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Other research into L2 students’ lecture comprehension has either used 

questionnaires, or a combination of questionnaires and interviews. Whilst this has 

enabled the collection of data from a larger number of participants, it is generally less 

exploratory and provides a less in-depth picture than the research described above. 

In addition, respondents often come from a range of academic disciplines, with little 

recognition in the research that learning environments may vary depending on the 

subject area. For example, Hellekjær (2010) surveyed forty-seven students studying 

in two EMI universities in Germany, and 364 students studying in three EMI 

institutions in Norway, with students from disciplines as diverse as humanities, 

medicine and maths. The students surveyed were asked questions about their 

comprehension of lectures given in their L1 as well as lectures given in English. The 

participants reported experiencing similar problems with unfamiliar subject-specific 

terminology in both L1 and L2 lectures, but that the problems were intensified in L2. 

Other specific problems which the students identified in L2 lectures were 

unintelligible words and expressions, problems following the lecturer’s argument, and 

issues with note-taking (Hellekjær, 2010).  

 

Mulligan and Kirkpatrick (2000), carrying out research at an Australian university, 

compared L1 and L2 undergraduate students’ lecture comprehension via 

questionnaires and found a marked difference between the two groups. For 

example, twenty-two per cent of the L2 students said that they did not understand a 

large amount of an unspecified lecture compared to only eight per cent of the L1 

students. Similarly, thirty-three per cent of the L2 students said that they were always 

able to identify the main ideas of a lecture compared with sixty-one per cent of the L1 

students. However, this research does not make it clear whether all participants were 

asked questions about the same lecture, providing a comparison of the same 

experience, or whether the students were questioned about different lectures. In 

addition, Mulligan and Kirkpatrick’s research does not make the language level of the 

L2 students clear, only stating that they were students from a non-English speaking 

background, i.e. English was not their L1, and that ninety per cent were born in Asia. 

As stated above, without knowing the language level of the L2 participants, it is 

difficult to interpret the extent of the L2 student comprehension problems when 

compared with the L1 students.  
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As research for an MA thesis, Huang (2004, 2005) surveyed seventy-eight full-time 

mainland Chinese students studying at a college in the USA about their lecturers’ 

use of English and its impact on their lecture comprehension. All of the participants 

had a paper-based TOEFL score of over 550, which is equivalent to IELTS 6.5. 

Seventy-seven per cent of the students were postgraduate and the remainder were 

undergraduate students, and the students were from a mix of arts and science 

departments. Ninety-two per cent of the students reported that they had difficulties 

understanding academic lectures given in English (Huang, 2004). The factors which 

had most impact on comprehension were identified as lecturers’ use of discourse 

markers, the speed of lecturers’ speech, and the use of colloquial and slang 

language (Huang, 2004). The participants were also given an open-ended question 

in which they could make suggestions to their American professors. The suggestions 

predominantly appear to mirror the issues which students identified as affecting 

comprehension, for example, ‘the teacher can speak a little more slowly’ (Huang, 

2004, p.222). However, students also wanted lecturers to be more aware of the L2 

students in their classes and to help them to learn effectively (Huang, 2004). No 

details were given about how the students thought lecturers could do this.  

 

Considering L2 lecture comprehension from a different perspective, Lynch (2015) 

used a questionnaire to ask participants for advice which they would give to lecturers 

teaching international students. He surveyed 126 international L2 students, both 

undergraduate and postgraduate, studying in unspecified subject areas at a British 

university. From the responses, Lynch identified that the speed of the lecturer’s 

speech was a major factor affecting comprehension. However, similar to Huang’s 

(2004) results, Lynch’s participants also thought that lecturers could make input 

more comprehensible by being alert to signs of student comprehension problems, by 

not making assumptions about what the students know, and by adapting their 

examples to fit the students’ background knowledge.  

 

Finally, Benson (1989) carried out an ethnographic study into L2 student lecture 

comprehension which is widely cited in literature on lecture comprehension. 

However, his study focused on one master’s student, studying in the USA, who 

attended lectures which were actually quite small, only twenty-three students, and 

contained a large amount of student participation. This style of teaching does not fall 
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within the definition of lecture used in this thesis and the results will therefore not be 

reported here. Benson did, however, make interesting comments about the teaching 

of lecture comprehension skills and these will be outlined in Section 2.6. Other 

research which refers to academic listening skills, but which discusses listening in 

what appear to be more interactive classroom settings (e.g. Kim, 2006) has also 

been excluded from this chapter. This is because the factors which affect the 

comprehension of students who have the opportunity to discuss learning, either with 

other students or with the tutor, during a class are likely to be different from those 

experiencing the transactional listening researched for this thesis.  

 

To summarise this section, the research carried out to date regarding students’ 

perceptions of the factors which affect their lecture comprehension has identified a 

wide range of issues. However, this research has often focused on undergraduate 

students, or mixed undergraduate and postgraduate participants, rather than 

specifically on the perceptions of postgraduate students. The L2 language level of 

the participants is also often unspecified, making it difficult to compare research and 

to put the participants’ lecture comprehension problems into context. As discussed in 

Section 2.2, the more L2 language knowledge a listener has, the more successful 

they should be at applying lower-level processing to the input and, consequently, 

their higher-level processing should become more effective. It is therefore important 

to know the L2 level of the listeners, particularly when discussing the comprehension 

issues faced by L2 students who enter their courses with the minimum language 

requirement. A specific problem associated with research which uses surveys to 

question L2 students about their lecture comprehension is that it only allows for 

broad generalisations to be made.  

 

The research for this thesis, which focuses on students from one academic 

department, with a specified language level, and consists of interview data collected 

longitudinally over a nine-month period, aims to overcome the issues described 

above. The data collection and the thematic analysis, which will be described in 

Chapter 3, place the students’ voices at the centre of the research. Linking the 

students’ interviews to specific lectures also provides a more holistic exploration of 

students’ experiences within lectures than just focusing on listening skills. This thesis 



48 
 

therefore provides more specific insights regarding students’ perceptions of the 

factors affecting lecture comprehension than previous research in this area.  

 

2.5. The impact of note-taking on lecture comprehension 

The process of taking notes when listening is known to place significant demands on 

the working memory (Piolat et al., 2005), which for L2 listeners may, as outlined in 

Section 2.2, already be overburdened with the processing of spoken input within a 

lecture. Despite this, within EAP literature, note-taking is often described as an 

essential skill for students to have in lectures and, as with Course X, listening and 

note-taking aims are often combined in schemes of work. This is probably because, 

due to the transient nature of lecture input, note-taking is thought to help students 

focus on and process the input (Peverly and Wolf, 2019). For example, Siegel et al. 

(2020) claim that note-taking is crucial for academic learning due to the role of 

lectures as a core component of academic courses. In order to explore the potential 

conflict between note-taking being viewed as essential for learning, yet also requiring 

significant cognitive effort, this section will first outline the role that note-taking may 

have in assisting students’ learning in lectures, and will then identify potential issues 

which may arise for L2 students. 

 

2.5.1. The role of lecture note-taking in learning 

Note-taking when listening to lectures has long been described as assisting learning 

in two ways. Firstly, note-taking can provide the listener with an external store of 

information, so that they can go back and review the lecture content at a later date 

(Di Vesta and Gray, 1972, Kiewra, 1987). Thus, detailed lecture notes both give 

students a record of points that may otherwise be forgotten, and provide an 

opportunity to relate the lecture content to existing knowledge during review of the 

notes (Kiewra, 1987). For most students, making notes for review later is their main 

reason for note-taking in lectures (Badger et al., 2001, Kiewra, 1987, Sutherland et 

al., 2002). However, producing this type of written record requires the listener to 

carry out a number of demanding cognitive processes. Al-Musalli (2015) describes 

the process of note-taking as follows. First, the listener receives aural input which 

they have to process and understand. The listener then needs to select main points, 
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and possibly some supplementary points, from the input to record. Finally, they must 

write the information down (Al-Musalli, 2015). In order to do this, the listener must 

hold the points selected for note-taking in their working memory for long enough to 

not be forgotten before being recorded (Peverly et al., 2013). Consequently, all the 

stages involved in note-taking need to happen in quick succession (Piolat et al., 

2005). A student’s ability to take notes will therefore be improved if they can quickly 

process the aural input which, as identified in Section 2.2, may be problematic for L2 

listeners.  

 

Note-takers also need to have efficient writing skills as this will reduce the strain on 

the working memory, and thus allow more cognitive effort to be used to interpret the 

lecture (Armbruster, 2008, Peverly et al., 2013). However, even if the note-taker can 

write quickly, one of the main barriers to note-taking is the considerable difference 

between the pace at which the spoken input is delivered and normal writing speed 

(Peverly and Wolf, 2019, Piolat et al., 2008). The average speaking speed in a 

lecture has been estimated at 187 words per minute (Tauroza and Allison, 1990), 

yet, according to Piolat et al. (2005), the average writing speed is only between 

twelve and eighteen words per minute, although they do not specify the conditions 

under which this speed was measured. Students who can write quickly are therefore 

able to produce a greater quantity of notes than those who cannot (Peverly et al., 

2013), which is important if the notes are to be used as an external store of 

information to be reviewed later. In addition, students who type their notes may be 

able to record more information than those who write, as students’ typing speed is 

generally faster than their writing speed (Brown, 1988).  

 

The second way in which lecture note-taking may assist learning is that the activity of 

taking notes may help the listener to process the input and actively integrate new 

information with existing knowledge whilst listening (Armbruster, 2008, Di Vesta and 

Gray, 1972). Learning may therefore occur even without review of the notes (Kiewra, 

1989). However, the amount of learning which takes place during the note-taking 

process, rather than through later review of notes, is debatable. One school of 

thought is that learning occurs during all note-taking. For example, Carrell et al. 

(2004, p.3) argue that the encoding effect of note-taking increases learning by 

‘engaging the learners’ cognitive processes of coding, integrating, synthesising and 
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transforming aurally received input into a personally meaningful form’. Similarly, 

Kiewra (1987), based on a meta-analysis of note-taking research in which student 

learning was tested without the opportunity to review notes, is of the opinion that 

learning occurs during note-taking because the listener must manipulate the 

information received, integrate it with existing ideas, and produce representative 

notes. However, an alternative and perhaps more convincing argument, particularly 

when considering the note-taking of L2 students, is that, due to the limited capacity 

of the working memory, students can do one of two things in lectures. They can 

either take minimal notes and focus on listening to comprehend, or they can focus on 

transcribing as much input as possible for review later, with only shallow processing 

of the content heard (Piolat et al., 2005). Writing as many notes as possible may 

both interfere with the listener’s ability to process the input for meaning, and may 

leave the learner with a false sense that they have learned something when, in fact, 

they still need to review the notes and encode the lecture content later (Di Vesta and 

Gray, 1972). In contrast to Kiewra’s (1987) meta-analysis, a meta-analysis carried 

out by Kobayashi (2005) of studies which compared groups who took listening or 

reading notes with groups who did not take notes, concluded that although there is 

an encoding benefit from note-taking without reviewing notes, it is small and note-

taking does little to promote the generative processing required to make sense of the 

input. This means that note-taking may not necessarily lead to the mental 

organisation and integration of new information. Kobayashi (2005) also concluded 

that the mechanical demands of note-taking may actually reduce encoding as 

students may stop trying to understand the main point of a lecture whilst writing 

notes. This suggests that the more information a listener attempts to record in their 

notes, the less likely it is for any learning to take place during the note-taking process 

(Piolat et al., 2005). This point appears to be supported by research comparing the 

effects of typing and hand-writing notes, which has found that students who type 

their notes record more information but engage in ‘mindless transcription’ rather than 

actively processing what they hear (Bui et al., 2013, Luo et al., 2018, Mueller and 

Oppenheimer, 2014, p.1162). In contrast, note-takers who use strategies to reduce 

the information to a shorter format, such as using abbreviations or diagrams, and 

note-takers who make notes about their personal understanding of the input rather 

than recording what the lecturer says, may engage in more beneficial processing 

(Bui and McDaniel, 2015, Di Vesta and Gray, 1972).  
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Students therefore appear to have a choice to make regarding note-taking in a 

lecture. They can either attempt to write as much as possible and then review the 

notes at a later point, or they can spend more time listening and attempting to learn 

from the input whilst taking fewer notes. The strategy used may depend on the 

content of the lecture. For example, a student who needs to recall specific, well-

defined points for an exam may want to write as much detail as possible (Van Meter 

et al., 1994), compared with a student who will be assessed via an argumentative 

essay, who may benefit more from only recording personal thoughts on the lecture 

topic. However, the approach to note-taking may also depend on the student’s 

attitude to learning. Badger et al. (2001) interviewed eighteen students who were in 

their first year of study at university (undergraduates, access-level students, and 

EAP students) and found that the majority of the students thought that the purpose of 

a lecture was to transmit information and not for the student to interpret the 

information heard. Students with this perspective are more likely to want to record as 

much as possible of what the lecturer says.  

 

A further issue which seems to be given little consideration within literature on 

lecture note-taking is that before books and academic articles were readily available 

to students, the only way for students to obtain new information was to listen to a 

lecture and write down everything they heard (Brown and Race, 2002). Detailed 

recording of the information heard was therefore clearly a vital skill for students to 

have. However, at least within the UK, higher education students can now easily 

access most written academic texts, students are likely to have access to hand-outs 

or copies of PowerPoint presentations before a lecture (Shin, 2008, Sutherland and 

Badger, 2004), and the use of lecture capture software means that lectures can often 

be revisited at a later date. These factors may have changed the role of note-taking 

within lectures. For example, access to PowerPoint slides before a lecture reduces 

the cognitive burden of note-taking as students do not have to decide what, if 

anything, to copy from the slides (Stefanou et al., 2007). This frees up cognitive 

resources to make connections with prior knowledge and note the more interesting 

points (Stefanou et al., 2007). Similarly, Flowerdew and Miller (1997) argue that pre- 

and post-lecture reading and tutorials both reduce the need for students to take 

notes within lectures and provide support for lecture comprehension. Whilst defining 

the role of note-taking in twenty-first century lectures is important for all students, it 
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seems particularly important for L2 students who may already be cognitively 

challenged by the processing of aural input. The next section of this chapter will 

therefore discuss in more detail particular issues which L2 listeners may have when 

note-taking.  

 

2.5.2. Note-taking issues for L2 listeners 

L2 students who cannot fully understand what they are hearing will clearly be less 

able than L1 students to make choices about what, if anything, to write down. For 

example, Clerehan (1995) compared the notes of eight L1 and twenty-one L2 

undergraduate business students after one lecture and found that the L2 students’ 

notes were less detailed and contained significantly fewer ideas than the notes of the 

L1 students. She infers that one of the reasons for this is that the L2 students may 

not hear, or may not understand, the discourse markers which identify the 

relationships between ideas within lectures. However, she did not interview or survey 

either group of students about their note-taking in order to support this inference. A 

second issue for L2 students is that if their listening skills are not automated, and 

require a large amount of attention, this will prevent the fast transcription of 

information (Barbier et al., 2006).This may lead to L2 students taking fewer notes 

than L1 students, which may disadvantage them if using notes as an external store 

of information for later review. Barbier et al. (2006) compared the notes of Spanish 

and English students, with a CEFR level of B2 or C1 in French, when listening to 

eight-minute long lecture type texts heard either in their L1 or in French. They found 

that all the participants perceived that it was easier to take notes in L1 than in L2. 

However, whilst the English students took fewer notes in L2 than in L1, the amount 

of notes that the Spanish students took was cumulatively almost identical in both 

languages. This was partly attributed to the fact that Spanish and French are both 

Roman languages, with closer structural resemblance than English and French, 

which may have made it easier for the Spanish students to transfer note-taking 

procedures from L1 to L2. However, Barbier et al. (2006) also acknowledged that the 

differences may have been due to the Spanish students having a better 

understanding of the text, as the range of language abilities across the participants 

was quite broad. L2 students may also be hindered in their note-taking because they 

may have problems writing quickly in L2. Barbier et al. (2006) identified that students 
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use fewer abbreviations in L2 than in L1. They concluded that this was because L2 

students are not always able to apply abbreviating procedures, such as removal of 

vowels, to L2 lexical units. Similarly, Piolat et al. (2005), in a discussion about the 

cognitive effort required to take notes, comment that students whose L1 has a 

different writing structure to L2, for example, Japanese students taking notes in 

French, are less likely to use abbreviations than those whose L1 has a similar lexical 

structure to L2. This is because they may not be able to transfer abbreviation 

techniques from L1 to L2 (Piolat et al., 2005).  

 

Despite research indicating that note-taking is likely to be more challenging for L2 

students than L1 students, there appears to be little research which considers 

whether the demands which note-taking place on the working memory are likely to 

negatively impact on L2 students’ comprehension of the spoken input. Results which 

suggest that note-taking diverts L2 students attention away from listening are 

occasionally found in research projects considering wider issues. For example, 

Dunkel and Davy (1989) surveyed 110 L2 students about their note-taking whilst 

studying in the USA. Almost seventy-four per cent identified that note-taking 

interfered with their understanding of the lecture content. However, as the data was 

collected via a closed survey question, no reasons are given for this. Similarly, some 

of the L2 undergraduate students, although the number is unquantified, in 

Flowerdew and Miller (1992) reported that note-taking was a distraction to listening.  

 

EAP and English as a Foreign Language (EFL) research related to note-taking 

generally considers the impact of providing note-taking training on the quality of L2 

students’ notes, either when students’ notes are analysed or when students are 

questioned about their note-taking ability (e.g. Crawford, 2015, Siegel, 2016), rather 

than on any impact that note-taking may have on listening comprehension. Within 

this type of research, problems with L2 students’ notes are usually viewed as 

students having a lack of note-taking strategies, rather than having a lack of aural 

comprehension which may prevent the L2 listeners from taking notes. For example, 

Crawford (2016) argues that L2 students need to be taught to write only content and 

not function words, and that they should be taught other techniques, such as using 

abbreviations and symbols, which would help them write down key points, and the 

relationships between those points, more quickly. All of these actions may improve 
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L2 students’ ability to write more quickly, particularly if the students’ L1 and L2 use 

different alphabets, but will not help students write notes if they do not understand 

the aural input. The need to improve aural comprehension is rarely mentioned in 

research into L2 note-taking. However, research which advocates note-taking 

training for L2 students (e.g. Crawford, 2015, Harati, 2011, Siegel, 2016) usually 

does include activities which may also help students improve their listening 

comprehension. For example, Siegel (2016) describes a positive intervention in 

which Japanese students were taught strategies for making notes in English. The 

note-taking instruction included activities such as listening for changes in intonation 

and listening for the lecturer’s use of signposting language, both of which were likely 

to help students process the aural input. This makes it difficult to identify how much 

of the improvement in L2 students’ notes is due to being taught how to systematically 

make notes, and how much may be due to improved listening comprehension. 

Finally, as mentioned above, the impact of supplementary resources, such as 

PowerPoint slides and lecture capture recordings, on L2 students note-taking, and, 

in particular, how they could be used to reduce the cognitive effort of note-taking, 

does not yet appear to have been given much consideration within EAP or EFL note-

taking research. This issue will be explored further in Chapter 6. 

 

2.6. EAP listening and lecture comprehension skills 

This section of the literature review will outline research specifically connected with 

the development of academic listening or lecture comprehension skills within EAP 

courses. In line with the low profile of research into academic listening generally, 

there is a lack of published research regarding the teaching of academic listening or 

lecture comprehension skills on EAP courses. There is a small body of research 

(e.g. Deroey, 2018, Schnur, 2014) which has compared the features of listening texts 

used in EAP coursebooks with those of lectures delivered on academic courses. 

There has also been limited research comparing the cognitive processes required for 

tasks frequently used in EAP listening classes with those required for lecture 

comprehension (e.g. Benson, 1989, Field, 2009). Both of these areas will be 

discussed in turn below 
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2.6.1. Comparisons between the discourse of EAP listening texts and 

academic lectures 

As discussed in Section 2.4.1, there are a number of discourse features associated 

with academic lectures which may negatively impact on L2 students’ lecture 

comprehension. However, comparisons between EAP listening texts and live 

lectures given on academic courses (e.g. Deroey, 2018, Flowerdew and Miller, 1997, 

2014) have found that the listening texts used in EAP classes, including material 

which has been designed to replicate an academic lecture, rarely have similar 

discourse features to real lectures. For example, Deroey (2018) compared the 

presence of importance markers, the language used to signal important points in 

lectures, in the listening texts used in twenty-five EAP listening, listening and 

speaking, or integrated skills coursebooks, with the importance markers in a corpus 

of 160 lectures in the British Academic Spoken English (BASE) corpus. The books 

examined by Deroey were all published in or after the year 2000 and included all five 

levels of Oxford EAP and three levels of Cambridge Academic English. Deroey 

(2018) found that the coursebook listening texts usually contained clear, explicit 

importance markers, whereas the lecture corpus featured a wide range of 

predominantly implicit markers which may be more difficult for L2 students to 

recognise. For example, the main importance markers found in the coursebooks 

texts had an adjective + verb + noun structure, such as ‘it is important to note that …’ 

whilst the most frequent importance markers occurring in the lecture corpus were 

short verb or noun clauses such as ‘remember that …’. Within the lecture corpus, 

explicit markers such as those used in the EAP texts were rare (Deroey, 2018). 

Schnur (2014) also researched the discourse organising language used in EAP 

listening texts, comparing texts in twelve EAP listening or integrated skills 

coursebooks with a corpus of fifty-six lectures in the TOEFL 2000 Spoken and 

Written Academic Language corpus (T2K-SWAL). The books examined by Schnur 

were all published in or after the year 2000 and included all four levels of Academic 

Connections and all three levels of Lecture Ready. Schnur (2014) investigated the 

presence of four-word lexical bundles used to clarify or elaborate points, such as 

‘has to do with …’ or ‘let me give you …’, and to introduce a topic, such as ‘if you 

look at …’ or ‘going to talk about …’. She found that there were significantly more 

discourse organising lexical bundles in the EAP listening texts than occurred in the 
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lecture corpus. She also identified that because the EAP texts were scripted, were 

on average only six minutes long, and did not assume any background knowledge, 

there were some discourse features which were present in the lecture corpus but 

were missing from the EAP listening texts. For example, unlike the academic 

lectures, within the EAP texts there was no use of interpersonal language, such as 

‘you know’, and less use of language such as ‘has to do with …’ to relate the text’s 

ideas to other ideas either within or outside the current text (Schnur, 2014).  

 

Flowerdew and Miller (1997) carried out a broader comparison of the skills covered 

in five EAP listening coursebooks, which had been published between 1979 and 

1993, with features which they identified as important for lecture comprehension 

through an observation of one economics lecture and discussion with the lecturer 

and his students. Whilst this research is now quite dated in terms of the coursebooks 

examined, Flowerdew and Miller (2014) comment that since their 1997 research was 

carried out, there have been very few developments in academic listening 

coursebooks. Flowerdew and Miller (1997) identified that features of spoken 

language, including micro-level discourse markers, such as ‘and’ or ‘so’, false starts, 

redundancies, and repetitions were all used in the lecture but were rarely found in 

the coursebooks. They also found that the lecturer used interpersonal strategies, 

such as empathising with students and personalising the input, but these were 

missing in the EAP materials. In addition, the EAP listening texts lacked integration 

with other media, such as visual aids and pre- and post-lecture reading, which were 

used to support the economics students’ lecture comprehension either before or 

after the lecture. In their 2014 update, Flowerdew and Miller identify four EAP 

listening coursebooks, Academic Listening Strategies (Salehzadeh, 2013), Learn to 

Listen, Listen to Learn (Lebauer, 2010), Noteworthy: Listening and Note-taking Skills 

(Lim and Smalzer, 2005), and Study Listening (Lynch, 2004), which they claim have 

aspects of authenticity in the listening texts or tasks. This is because they either use 

extracts from authentic lectures or contain activities focusing on recognising features 

of natural speech (Flowerdew and Miller, 2014). Whilst this appears to be progress in 

the development of EAP materials, as will be discussed later in this section, it may 

not mean that the texts in the four coursebooks singled out by Flowerdew and Miller 

(2014) were actually representative of real lecture discourse.  
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All the studies described above suggest that there is a lack of representation of 

authentic lecture discourse structures within the EAP listening texts used in 

coursebooks. This means that L2 students in EAP classes may be being 

unrealistically prepared for the ‘messiness’ (Flowerdew and Miller, 1997, p.44) of the 

discourse of academic lectures. In EAP listening classes, L2 students may hear 

discourse markers which are easier to identify than those which occur in actual 

academic lectures, and hear lecture structures which are more cohesive and 

therefore easier to follow. This may lead EAP students to develop unrealistic 

expectations about the comprehensibility of academic lectures, and they may be 

surprised by the contrast between EAP listening material and real academic lectures 

once they start their academic course (Thompson, 2003). If L2 students have been 

primed in EAP classes to listen for clear and obvious discourse structuring markers, 

it may also have a negative impact on their ability to construct an accurate discourse 

representation of their academic lectures. In addition, L2 students may experience 

problems with lower-level processing as they will have developed skills to decode 

and parse structures which they are actually unlikely to hear in lectures. The use of 

authentic lecture extracts in EAP materials is often recommended as these are more 

likely to contain authentic lecture discourse features found in spontaneously 

delivered, non-scripted spoken language (e.g.Deroey, 2018, Field, 2011, Flowerdew 

and Miller, 1997, Rodgers and Webb, 2016). However, Deroey (2018) considered 

the authenticity of the texts used in twenty-five EAP listening or integrated EAP skills 

coursebooks and found that only two books, Academic Listening Strategies 

(Salehzadeh, 2013) and EASE volume one: Listening to lectures (Kelly et al., 2000), 

used extracts of authentic lectures taken from degree programmes. She also notes 

that even the coursebooks which do use authentic lectures tend to use clearly 

structured extracts which are delivered relatively slowly (Deroey, 2018).  

 

Deroey (2018) also attempted to ascertain whether the listening texts in the EAP 

coursebooks which she analysed were informed by research into lecture discourse. 

She identified that there are usually no, or only vague, author statements about how 

language items were selected and that the sources of the listening texts are not 

usually included. Even books which do contain references to research on lecture 

discourse or academic listening do not appear to incorporate the research findings in 

a systematic or obvious way. For example, EASE volume one (Kelly et al., 2000) 
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uses phrases from the British Academic Spoken English (BASE) corpus but only 

provides examples of explicit importance markers, suggesting that the corpus was 

not systematically examined in order to select the most frequently occurring 

language items (Deroey, 2018). 

 

The disconnect between EAP coursebook content and related research does not 

appear to only be an issue for EAP listening materials. Discussing EAP materials 

more generally, Hyland (2006, p.5) states that many EAP coursebooks depend on 

the writer’s ‘experience and intuition rather than on systematic research’ and that 

there is often a lack of underpinning theoretical or research rationale. Similarly, 

Harwood (2005) claims that EAP coursebook publishers are often driven by the need 

to produce commercially successful books, meaning that they may follow tried and 

tested formats rather than focusing on the pedagogic effectiveness of materials. 

However, an underlying reason for this issue may also be that EAP consists of three 

fields of practice: EAP research, EAP curriculum, and EAP pedagogy, which overlap 

to varying degrees depending on the context, but which often have separate 

divisions of labour: academic researchers, materials writers and classroom teachers 

(Kirk, 2019). Whilst EAP researchers may publish research which offers insights into 

practice, EAP materials writers may not engage with this research (Kirk, 2019) for 

the reasons given by Harwood (2005). In addition, significant effort may be required 

to transform theoretical explanations and insights from research into accessible 

student materials (Kirk, 2019). However, Harwood (2005, p.151) argues that EAP 

researchers may be unwilling to become coursebook writers because they consider 

it to be a ‘low-status activity’. A further potential issue is that EAP practitioners are 

often employed in higher education institutions on teaching-only contracts (Ding and 

Bruce, 2017). Therefore, even though EAP practitioners may have a better sense of 

research priorities, due to their day-to-day interactions with students, colleagues and 

wider staff within the institution, than full-time researchers (Harwood, 2017), there is 

a lack of practitioner-led research relating to the EAP curriculum and related 

pedagogy (Ding and Bruce, 2017). Consequently, one of the aims of this research 

which, as discussed in Chapter 1 arose from my pedagogic concerns as an EAP 

practitioner, is to link research with practice by providing suggestions regarding how 

EAP pre-sessional courses could better prepare L2 students for academic lectures. 

This will be dealt with in Chapter 6.   
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2.6.2. Comparison between cognitive listening processes used during an EAP 

course and those used in real lectures 

In addition to the differences between the discourse of listening texts used in EAP 

coursebooks and that of real academic lectures, the typical listening tasks in an EAP 

classroom may require listeners to use different cognitive processes to those 

required to understand an academic lecture. Research in this area is very limited and 

data has been collected either through qualitative interviews and student observation 

(Benson, 1989), or via verbal reports in a more controlled listening environment 

(Field, 2009).  

 

As briefly mentioned in Section 2.4.3, Benson (1989) carried out an in-depth 

ethnographic case study into the experiences of one L2 master’s level student over 

the course of a fifteen-week education module. This provided insights into the 

differences between the type of listening processes required during EAP pre-

sessional listening tasks and those required on an academic course. Benson (1989, 

p.441) categorises the type of listening which is usually carried out during a pre-

sessional EAP listening course as ‘listening to comprehend’, with the skill of listening 

being the aim of an activity. In contrast, during a master’s lecture students are 

‘listening to learn’ (Benson, 1989, p.441). Murphy (1996, p.109), in an article about 

EAP curriculum design, makes a similar distinction between L2 students ‘learning to 

comprehend’ on an EAP course and ‘comprehending-to-learn’ on an academic 

subject-based course. Benson (1989) identifies that comprehension during a lecture 

requires a wider range of cognitive skills than the processing of aural input which 

occurs in an EAP listening class. For example, students need to listen to academic 

lectures in order to learn more about the topic, and the lecturer’s opinion of the topic, 

so that they can integrate that knowledge with information from other course material 

and with their existing knowledge, and then show learning via assessment (Benson, 

1989). In contrast, during an EAP listening class in which comprehension is being 

checked, students may need to remember input for no longer than the time it takes 

to answer a comprehension question, and may then need to forget it in order to 

move on to the next question (Benson, 1989). In addition, in contrast to a series of 

lectures, it is unlikely that students have to remember information obtained from EAP 

listening texts for longer than the length of the class in which the text is heard 
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(Benson, 1989). This means that within an EAP listening class, the higher-level aural 

processing skills of meaning construction and discourse representation will 

frequently have less importance than in an academic lecture.  

 

Both Benson (1989) and Murphy (1996) argue that because the difference between 

listening to comprehend and listening to learn is so great, EAP listening strands 

should include a mini content-based course, with lectures on closely connected 

topics, associated reading texts, and content which needs to be learned and 

examined, in order to expose L2 students to the cognitive processes involved in 

academic learning. However, as Benson (1989) acknowledges, organising a mini-

course of live lectures may present considerable organisational issues for EAP 

course organisers, particularly as he recommends that a mini-course should be 

approximately twenty hours long in order to create an authentic environment. In 

addition to the practical issues which may be associated with organising a mini-

lecture course, Alexander et al. (2008) caution against focusing on the authenticity of 

the experience at the expense of developing EAP students’ listening skills. Whilst 

exposing EAP students to a series of lectures, with the expectation that they learn 

something about the content, may give students a better idea of what to expect from 

their lecture experiences, without any structured support L2 students are unlikely to 

improve their higher and lower-level aural processing skills. However, as will be 

discussed next, the more structured activities which are commonly used in academic 

listening classes may also not develop the necessary cognitive processing skills 

required for lecture comprehension.  

 

Field (2011) claims that much academic listening instruction focuses on practising 

the types of tasks found in international listening comprehension tests, such as 

IELTS, although he does not evidence how he identified this. These tasks include 

gap fill and multiple-choice questions. Flowerdew and Miller (2014) also state that in 

a review of academic listening tasks in published EAP coursebooks, although they 

do not say how many or which ones, they found that many of the tasks were 

comprehension-type activities, such as completing gap fills or answering multiple-

choice questions. As identified in Chapter 1, having a classroom focus on testing 

how much students have understood of a listening text via comprehension 

questions, rather than teaching students how to listen better is known as taking a 
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comprehension approach (Field, 2008c). L2 students who are ‘taught’ listening using 

this approach are not actively helped to be able to better apply lower and higher-

level cognitive listening processes and, instead, the approach relies on the 

assumption that learners will become better L2 listeners just by listening more (Field, 

2008c). Field (2009, 2011) used verbal reports to compare the cognitive processes 

used by L2 listeners, with an IELTS listening score of between 5.5 and 6.0, to 

answer comprehension questions about a short academic monologue, with the 

cognitive processes used to listen to a similar text and take notes. The purpose of 

this note-taking activity was to write a summary later. Field (2011) identified that the 

written information provided in the comprehension questions meant that students 

adopted test-wise strategies, such as listening for key words, using the written words 

to locate information when listening, and listening for a one-to-one match between a 

written item and the recording. This led to a focus at word level and indicated that 

students may not have understood the aural input at sentence or discourse level 

(Field, 2011). Another difference between answering comprehension questions and 

listening to a lecture is that in an academic lecture, the listener needs to make 

decisions about how various sections of a lecture fit together and which parts of the 

input are important (Field, 2011). In comparison, when answering comprehension 

questions, the question writer has already decided which parts are relevant, with the 

content reduced to a string of discreet points (Field, 2011). This further removes the 

need for the listener to apply discourse representation processing.  

 

Whilst Field’s (2009) research may not have accurately identified the cognitive 

processes involved in listening to lectures due to the artificial nature of the listen, 

take notes and summarise task, it does highlight that answering comprehension 

questions is unlikely to help L2 students develop the necessary aural cognitive 

processing skills which are required for lecture comprehension. Field’s (2009, 2011) 

research results, combined with Benson’s (1989) view that EAP classes should do 

more to help students develop skills to learn from lectures, along with the 

inadequacies of EAP listening materials outlined in Section 2.6.1, suggest that EAP 

listening lessons may be inefficient. Discussion about how EAP students could be 

better prepared for academic lecture comprehension, taking into consideration the 

results of the research carried out for this thesis, will be included in Chapter 6.  
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2.7. Chapter summary 

This chapter began by discussing the cognitive processes necessary for the 

comprehension of aural input and outlined the stages of Field’s (2013) cognitive 

listening framework. This framework is considered to be more appropriate for 

describing and discussing the L2 listening problems identified in this thesis than the 

bottom-up / top-down model often used in reference to L2 listening. The chapter then 

moved on to briefly discuss lectures as a higher education teaching and learning 

method and outlined previous research into L2 student lecture comprehension. 

Section 2.4 highlighted that much previous research has either not considered 

students’ in situ lecture learning experiences, or has not specifically focused on the 

issues faced by postgraduate L2 students with a language level equivalent to IELTS 

6.5, the most common minimum language requirement for entry onto courses at 

British universities (Pearson, 2020b). This thesis therefore contributes to overcoming 

this gap in the existing research. The chapter also discussed the impact of note-

taking on lecture comprehension. The apparent prevailing attitude that transcription 

note-taking is an essential skill for L2 listeners does not take into account the 

additional cognitive burden which note-taking places on those listeners, nor the 

impact which this may have on their overall lecture comprehension. Finally, the 

chapter described the limited research which has been carried out in relation to the 

listening texts and tasks used during EAP classes to develop students’ academic 

listening and lecture comprehension skills. Whilst it is outside the scope of this thesis 

to evaluate how Course X contributed to the students’ perceptions, Chapter 6 will 

use those perceptions to make suggestions about how EAP listening courses could 

better help students develop their lecture comprehension skills.  

 

  



63 
 

Chapter 3  

Research Design and Methodology 

3.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, the methods which underpin this study are described. The chapter 

begins by outlining the ontological and epistemological considerations, and this is 

followed by the rationale for using a qualitative interview-based approach to answer 

the three research questions:  

 

Research Question 1. What do taught postgraduate students studying in a second 

language within a School of Management at a British university, and with a language 

level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, perceive as being the main factors which affect their 

lecture comprehension? 

 

Research Question 2. How do these students’ perceptions regarding the factors 

which affect their lecture comprehension change from their entry into the university 

as pre-sessional EAP students to the end of the taught input on their master’s 

programmes? 

 

Research Question 3. How are these students’ perceptions of the factors which 

affect their lecture comprehension similar to or different from those of EAP tutors 

who teach on the pre-sessional EAP course and academic lecturers who teach on 

their master’s programmes? 

 

The key ethical considerations connected with this research are then described. This 

is followed by an overview of the three groups of participants: L2 students, EAP 

tutors and academic lecturers, and the procedure for selecting the participants. After 

that, I discuss the data collection process in detail, including the lessons learnt from 

the pilot, the data collection timeline, and the procedure for the individual interviews. 

Finally, I describe my approach to data analysis and the issues which arose during 

the data analysis process.  
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3.2. The ontological and epistemological basis for this research 

The two key philosophical considerations which underpin any research project are 

ontology: ‘the nature of being and reality’, and epistemology: the study of knowledge, 

‘its presuppositions and foundations, and its extent and validity’ (O’Gorman and 

MacIntosh, 2015, p.54).  As discussed in Chapter 2, much of the existing research 

into students’ lecture comprehension focuses on the impact of isolated factors on 

comprehension, often in line with an objectivist ontology. Objectivists identify with a 

reality that has universal principles which exist independently of social actors and 

believe that these principles can be established through ‘robust, replicable methods’ 

(O’Gorman and MacIntosh, 2015, p.57). In contrast, my research questions and 

research design emerged from a subjective ontology, i.e. facts are ‘subject to the 

variable behaviours, attitudes, experiences and interpretations […] of both the 

observer and the observed’ (O’Gorman and MacIntosh, 2015, p.57). Although I 

agree that, as discussed in Chapter 2, there are clearly identifiable cognitive 

processing phases involved in listening, lecture comprehension on an academic 

course is not just reliant on the students’ listening ability. It is, instead, interlinked 

with other factors such as academic reading, note-taking, the provision of support 

materials, and students’ pre-existing knowledge (Field, 2011, Flowerdew and Miller, 

1992). The reality of lecture comprehension is therefore constructed differently for 

each student depending on the interplay of these various factors within their study 

environment.  

 

This view that L2 students are constructing and reconstructing their reality 

throughout their educational journey, and that lecture comprehension cannot be 

reduced to single isolated factors, also influences the epistemological position of this 

research. Research which follows an objective ontology will generally take an 

epistemological position of positivism in which the researcher establishes knowledge 

by focusing on facts, usually through the use of measurement to test a hypothesis 

(O’Gorman and MacIntosh, 2015). Positivist epistemology views knowledge as ‘hard, 

objective and tangible’ (Cohen et al., 2000, p.5). In contrast, subjective ontology 

aligns with an interpretivist epistemology which ‘focuses on what is happening in a 

given context rather than just measuring it’ (O’Gorman and MacIntosh, 2015, p.65). 

Interpretivist research is therefore more exploratory than positivist research and is 
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more concerned with the perspectives of individuals (O’Gorman and MacIntosh, 

2015). In addition, interpretivist researchers are less likely to be detached observers 

who can draw an objective conclusion about the research, and they instead interpret 

actions and behaviour subjectively (Cohen et al., 2000). My interpretivist position 

regarding L2 student lecture comprehension led to the development of my research 

questions, which are firmly focused on the views of the participants rather than being 

connected with measuring students’ comprehension quantitatively. I also 

automatically bring a degree of interpretivist subjectivity to this research project 

through my work as an EAP tutor, and at various points in this chapter I have 

highlighted where this may have impacted on my data collection or data analysis. 

 

3.3. The rationale for taking a qualitative interview-based 

approach 

The methodology for this research project is closely linked to its ontological and 

epistemological underpinnings. Research which is associated with positivism and 

objectivism is usually designed around quantitative research methodology in which 

numerical data is collected and then objectively analysed by statistical methods 

(Dornyei, 2007). However, as discussed in Chapter 2, research into L2 students’ 

lecture comprehension which has taken a quantitative approach does not explore the 

multitude of factors which may affect comprehension. In addition, quantitative 

research into lecture comprehension often views a lecture as one comprehensible 

event, i.e. students are asked to give responses about their overall lecture 

comprehension (e.g. Mulligan and Kirkpatrick, 2000), whereas students’ ability to 

comprehend will probably fluctuate both throughout a lecture and across a series of 

lectures. In contrast to quantitative methodology, qualitative methodology aligns with 

my subjective ontological and epistemological positions and has a more naturalistic 

orientation, focusing on what happens in real situations and allowing for a more 

holistic view of the context (Punch, 2009). It also corresponds with my research 

questions as qualitative research usually focuses on participants expressing their 

perceptions, feelings and beliefs (Brewer, 2000, Richards, 2003) and allows for an 

inductive approach, developing theory from findings rather than starting with a theory 

which is imposed on the research (Mackey and Gass, 2005). This final point was 
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important for this thesis as I wanted the research to be exploratory rather than 

guided by my pre-existing views regarding the factors which may affect lecture 

comprehension. 

 

Having explored a number of research methods which are closely associated with 

qualitative research, such as ethnographies, interviews and focus groups (Bryman, 

2012), I chose semi-structured interviews as the most appropriate data collection 

method to answer my research questions. This is because semi-structured 

interviews allow the researcher to explore the views or experiences of one 

respondent in depth, thus drawing out their understanding and perception of a 

situation (Braun and Clarke, 2013, Harding, 2013), which supported the exploratory 

nature of this research. Semi-structured interviews are based around an interview 

guide in which the interviewer determines a number of guiding questions or prompts 

to ensure relevant areas are covered (Braun and Clarke, 2013). However, the 

interviewer also has the flexibility to probe answers or follow-up on other relevant 

topics which emerge during the course of the interview (Dornyei, 2007, Richards, 

2009). Using interview guides, instead of a fixed set of questions, gave my interviews 

some structure, so that I could make comparisons across the three groups of 

participants, but also allowed for deviations to explore individual perspectives (Mann, 

2016). The interview process will be described in more detail in Section 3.7. 

 

3.4. Demonstrating the trustworthiness of qualitative interview-

based research 

During quantitative research, in line with its underlying positivist epistemology, the 

researcher is seen as being independent from the research topic and the research 

should be demonstrated to be value free and unbiased (O’Gorman and MacIntosh, 

2015). The criteria of reliability, the degree to which the findings of a study are 

independent of the circumstances of their production and are a consistent measure 

of a concept (Bryman, 2012, Kirk and Miller, 1986), and validity, the extent to which a 

concept is accurately measured and whether other researchers could repeat the 

research project and achieve the same results (Bryman, 2012, Silverman, 2006), are 

therefore used to judge the credibility and trustworthiness of quantitative research. 



67 
 

However, judgements about the integrity of qualitative research cannot be made 

using the same criteria. For example, it is not possible to replicate a series of semi-

structured interviews in the same way that a scientific experiment can be replicated, 

as the meaning which arises from an interview is a product of the interaction 

between the interviewer and the participant (Seidman, 2015). Therefore, even with 

the same participants, it is highly unlikely that another researcher would produce 

exactly the same results (Denscombe, 2010).  Because of the subjective ontology 

and interpretivist epistemology, a qualitative researcher’s values will also inform their 

choices about research design and methods, data collection and analysis, and their 

interpretations of results and conclusions (Braun and Clarke, 2013, Bryman, 2012). It 

is therefore important for the researcher to be reflective about the implications of 

their values, biases and decisions on the research project and to demonstrate that 

the research has been carried out according to good practice (Bryman, 2012). 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that instead of reliability and validity, qualitative 

research should be evaluated according to its trustworthiness, which can be sub-

divided into four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability 

(Bryman, 2012). An explanation of each of these terms, and how this study 

attempted to fulfil these criteria, is given below. 

 

3.4.1. Credibility  

The credibility of qualitative research findings can be established by demonstrating 

that the research has been carried out according to good practice, and that the data 

is reasonably likely to be accurate and appropriate (Denscombe, 2010). Sections 3.6 

to 3.8 of this chapter, which describe the selection of participants, collection of data, 

and the data analysis process, therefore link the methods used in this thesis with 

existing literature in order to establish that the research was carried out according to 

well-established procedures. A further measure of the credibility of qualitative 

research is that the research conclusions are grounded in empirical data collected 

through extensive fieldwork (Denscombe, 2010, Lincoln and Guba, 1985). The 

longitudinal design of this study and the quantity of interview data collected: four 

interviews with each of the seven student participants, plus five academic lecturer 

interviews and ten EAP practitioner interviews, provide a strong foundation for the 

conclusions drawn in Chapters 6 and 7. 



68 
 

The credibility of qualitative research can also be demonstrated through 

triangulation, i.e. the use of more than one method or source of data, which reduces 

the impact of researcher bias when analysing and interpreting the data (Bryman, 

2012, Denscombe, 2010). Whilst the data reported in Chapters 4 and 5 is all taken 

from the participant interviews, I also carried out observations of academic lectures 

and, as will be described in Section 3.7, used MP4 recordings of those lectures in 

the student interviews. In addition, I collected copies of student notes, PowerPoint 

slides and the pre-reading for each lecture. This ancillary data helped me to place 

the interviewees’ comments into context and provided data triangulation 

(Denscombe, 2010). Interviewing three different groups of participants, with at least 

five interviewees within each group, also provided informant triangulation 

(Denscombe, 2010) and enabled a range of viewpoints to be obtained for each 

research question.  

 

The final suggestion which is often made to ensure the credibility of qualitative 

research is respondent or member validation, which is when an account of the 

findings is provided to the participants in order to check their validity (Bryman, 2012, 

Denscombe, 2010). This can be carried out, for example, by sharing interview 

transcripts with the participants or by presenting a draft report of the analysis to 

participants (Braun and Clarke, 2013). I did not do this within this research project 

partly because, as will be explained in Section 3.8, there was often quite a time delay 

between the interviews and the transcription of data. Additionally, I did not begin my 

data analysis until the autumn of 2016, by which time the student participants had 

returned to their home countries, and most of the EAP tutors and one of the lecturers 

were no longer employed by the university. Whilst I could have attempted 

respondent validation, it would have been impossible to do so consistently for all 

participants. Finally, one of the limitations of respondent validation is that the data 

analysis process may make any explanations either meaningless or uninteresting for 

the participants, and therefore it may not actually be an appropriate method of 

demonstrating credibility (Braun and Clarke, 2013, Denscombe, 2010). For all of 

these reasons, I decided not to carry out respondent validation. 
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3.4.2. Dependability  

Dependability within qualitative research is similar to reliability in quantitative 

research (Bryman, 2012, Denscombe, 2010). It can be determined by providing an 

explicit account of the methods, analysis and decision making so that the research 

process is open for audit by other researchers who can determine whether these 

were appropriate (Bryman, 2012, Denscombe, 2010). To ensure the dependability of 

this study, within the thesis I have provided details of the study context, the 

participants, decisions made regarding the choice of methods, and the data analysis 

and reporting process, in order that other researchers could audit the research 

process if they so wished.  

 

3.4.3. Transferability 

Transferability involves providing enough detail about the specific context, 

participants, and circumstances of the data collection to allow readers to determine 

whether the results can be applied to their circumstances (Braun and Clarke, 2013, 

Tracy, 2010). I have therefore ensured throughout the thesis that the information 

regarding the situational context, the participants, the data collection and the data 

analysis methods is sufficient for readers to determine to what extent the results and 

discussion are applicable to a context which they are familiar with. 

 

3.4.4. Confirmability 

Whilst complete objectivity is impossible, a qualitative researcher should 

demonstrate that they have not allowed personal values or theoretical inclinations to 

overly influence the research and the findings (Bryman, 2012). Whilst my work as an 

EAP practitioner, and previous research carried out as part of my MA TESOL, clearly 

influenced the focus of this research, I attempted to approach this project with an 

open mind and to reduce the impact of my personal EAP experiences on the 

outcomes. For example, the use of exploratory, semi-structured interviews prevented 

the interviews from being shaped around my own personal perceptions about what 

may influence lecture comprehension. Similarly, I used a structured process of 

thematic data analysis, described in detail in Section 3.8, to ensure that I was able to 

view the data objectively, rather than giving emphasis to participant perceptions that 
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had particular resonance with my experiences. Qualitative researchers should also 

not ignore data which does not fit with the analysis or general trends (Denscombe, 

2010). Within the results chapters, I have therefore attempted to show the complexity 

of perceptions about lecture comprehension by including extracts in which 

participants showed contrasting perceptions or expressed different experiences.  

 

3.5. Ethical considerations 

As this study involved human participants, I obtained approval via the university’s 

ethical review system before any data was collected. I also had to gain permission 

from the ELTD, who have a procedure in place to ensure that ELTD staff and 

students are not over-burdened by research requests from university students 

carrying out Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) research. 

 

The two ethical issues which were particularly relevant to this research project were 

‘privacy and confidentiality’, i.e. protecting the identity of the participants and not 

sharing the information they provide using their names, and ‘deception and consent’, 

i.e. ensuring that participation is voluntary and that participants fully understand the 

nature of the project (Rallis and Rossman, 2009, p.275). To ensure the privacy of the 

participants, a number of steps were taken to ensure their anonymity. The name of 

the institution, the EAP department, and the pre-sessional course have all been 

anonymised. All the interview participants are referred to by number and not by 

name, and the descriptions of the participants have been kept broad so that they do 

not clearly identify one individual. The EAP senior manager is the only person who is 

at risk of being identified as there were only a small number of individuals within the 

department who fulfilled this role. When the senior manager was interviewed, it was 

made clear at the start of the interview that they may be identifiable and they should 

keep this in mind during the interview. However, in order to keep the possibility of 

identification to a minimum, the senior manager is referred to as ‘they’ rather than by 

a male or female pronoun throughout the thesis. In addition, biographical information 

for the senior manager is only included where it adds essential context to discussion 

of the results. In order to ensure participant confidentiality, all electronic data, 

including audio and video files, are stored on a university electronic network in an 
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area which only I have access to, and all paper documentation is stored in a secure 

location, which again only I can access.   

 

Prior to the first interviews, the interviewees were provided with a participant 

information sheet containing a description of the research project (see Appendix 4). 

The participants then provided active consent by signing a consent form (see 

Appendix 5). The information sheet and consent form made it clear to participants 

that their participation was voluntary and outlined their right to withdraw. It was also 

necessary to obtain passive consent (Dornyei, 2007) from all students who were in 

the observed lectures. The procedure for this will be described in Section 3.7. 

 

3.6. The participants in the study 

To answer the research questions, I interviewed three distinct groups of participants: 

PGT students studying in a second language, academic lecturers, and EAP 

practitioners. Seven students were interviewed six times over a nine-month period: 

twice whilst attending a pre-sessional English language support course and four 

times during their master’s courses. This was due to the longitudinal nature of 

research question two, which aimed to explore whether L2 students’ perceptions 

regarding lecture comprehension changed over time. Five academic lecturers and 

nine EAP tutors were each interviewed once, at a point in time when they were 

teaching L2 students, with the lecturer interviews linked to specific observed 

lectures. Finally, one of the EAP senior managers was interviewed in April 2016 in 

order to obtain further information regarding the design of Course X. This interview 

was not originally planned but was necessary to contextualise some of the student 

and tutor comments.  

 

3.6.1. The L2 students 

I recruited the student participants in the summer of 2015, when they entered the 

university as pre-sessional English language students. The students all had an 

International English Language Testing System (IELTS) score of 5.5 or equivalent 

and a conditional offer from the university. This meant that they had to pass the 

university’s English Language Teaching Department’s (ELTD) ten-week pre-
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sessional course, Course X, demonstrating a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, 

before they could progress to their master’s courses. I decided early in the project to 

recruit students who were going to study in one academic department within the 

university, rather than recruiting students who would take a range of academic 

courses. The main reason for this was so that I could make comparisons between 

the perceptions of students who had attended similar lectures, instead of attempting 

to compare the experiences of students who may have had widely different lecture 

experiences. I used data from previous iterations of Course X to identify that I would 

have the best chance of recruiting students from the School of Management as this 

department had the highest number of future students attending Course X. In 

addition, three of the taught master’s courses within the School of Management, the 

MSc Management, the MSc Management, Finance and Accounting (MFA), and the 

MSc Accounting and Finance (A+F) courses, all shared a core module in semester 

one, thus ensuring that participants recruited from these three programmes would all 

attend some similar lectures.  

 

Ninety-five of the 462 students who enrolled on the Summer 2015 Course X were 

registered for one of the three master’s courses listed above. This was twenty-one 

per cent of the total cohort. As there appear to be no rules to follow when 

determining sample size in qualitative research (Patton, 2001), and as longitudinal 

studies may have a high rate of attrition (Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier, 2013), my 

original intention was to recruit as many student participants as possible, aiming for 

at least eight to ten students. I initially attempted to randomly recruit students to 

remove the suggestion that certain students had been selected to influence the study 

outcomes (Patton, 2001). I contacted all of the ninety-five eligible students by email 

during the second week of Course X (13th and 14th July 2015), explaining the project 

and attaching a participant information sheet. Thirteen students immediately 

volunteered. However, all of those students spoke Chinese as a first language so, in 

an attempt to obtain a group of participants more representative of the School of 

Management cohort, I sent individual follow-up emails to the six non-Chinese 

speaking students registered for the three master’s courses. One of those students 

volunteered to take part and later, after the first interviews had taken place, a second 

non-Chinese speaking student, who had apparently overlooked the initial emails, 

also volunteered. I recruited this student (Student 15) as I felt it was important to 
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widen the nationality mix. Student 15’s first interview therefore included both the first 

and second interview questions which had been asked to the other students. Areas 

in which Student 15’s interview experience may have differed from the other 

students due to his late recruitment have been highlighted in Chapters 4 to 6.  

 

In total, fifteen students volunteered, which was higher than the number of students 

that I had planned to recruit but, as I was concerned about a high rate of attrition, I 

did not reject anyone. With hindsight this was a wise move as, by the end of the data 

collection period, eight students had left the project. Two of those students changed 

academic course and therefore did not attend the same core module lectures in 

semester one, two students withdrew from the research project due to other 

commitments, and the remainder simply stopped replying to my emails. Further 

information about the students is shown in table 3.1 below.
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Table 3.1: Student participants in the main study 

 

Student 
number 

Sex Nationality First 
language 

MSc Course Reason for withdrawal 

1 Female Taiwanese Chinese Management   

3 Male Chinese Chinese Management   

6 Male Chinese Chinese Management   

11 Female Turkish Turkish Management   

8 Male Chinese Chinese A+F   

12 Female Chinese Chinese A+F   

15 Male Saudi 
Arabian 

Arabic A+F   

4 Female Chinese Chinese A+F Did not reply to the email about a second interview. 

14 Female Chinese Chinese MFA Did not attend the second interview. 

5 Female Chinese Chinese Finance Changed academic course to MSc Finance.  

2 Male Chinese Chinese Financial 
Management and 
Organisation 

Changed academic course to MSc FMO.   

9 Male Chinese Chinese MFA Did not reply to the email about the 3rd interview. I later 
found out that he took a year off before starting his   
academic course. 

10 Female Chinese Chinese A+F Emailed to say she did not know where the first core 
module lecture was. When I emailed back to check her 
course, she did not reply. I never saw her in any of the 
lectures I attended. 

7 Female Chinese Chinese MFA Failed to attend the 3rd interview. Emailed in December 
2015 to say she had had some personal issues. 

13 Female Chinese Chinese MFA Emailed to say she was too busy to attend the 4th 
interview.  
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3.6.2. The EAP tutors 

All the EAP tutors interviewed taught on the summer 2015 iteration of Course X. 

During the second week of the course, I emailed thirty-three of the thirty-four 

EAP tutors working on the course, explaining the research project and attaching 

a participant information sheet. One tutor had already participated in the pilot 

interviews, which will be discussed in Section 3.7, and was therefore not invited 

to participate again. Nine tutors volunteered to be interviewed. As has been 

already stated, there appear to be no rules to follow when determining sample 

size in qualitative research (Patton, 2001). As nine seemed to be a manageable 

number of interviews to conduct in the available time, and seemed appropriate 

to provide a reasonable coverage of perceptions, I decided to interview all nine 

tutors but did not attempt to recruit any more. Information about the nine tutors 

is given in table 3.2 below. As all the tutors had worked in a number of 

temporary EAP roles, the cumulative EAP experience of each tutor is recorded 

in either weeks, months or years, depending on how the tutor described their 

length of EAP experience to me. For example, the tutors who had been 

employed on a number of ten-week, or shorter, pre-sessional courses usually 

described the length of their EAP teaching experience in weeks rather than 

attempting to convert this to months or years. As the Course X tutors either 

taught speaking and listening for five weeks and then changed to reading and 

writing, or vice versa, the interviews were arranged to take place in the fourth 

week of each tutor’s speaking and listening block so that the listening aspects of 

the course were fresh in their minds.   

  



76 
 

Table 3.2: EAP tutor participants 

 

EAP 
tutor 

Speaking 
and 
listening 

Sex Nationality Teaching 
qualifications 

Cumulative 
EAP 
experience 

How many 
times have 
you taught 
Course X 
(including 
this 
course)? 

1 Weeks 1 - 
5 

Male British Trinity Cert. 
TESOL, Trinity 
Dip. TESOL, 
MA TESOL 
 

1 year  1 

2 Weeks 1 - 
5 

Male British CTEFLA, 
DELTA, MEd 
(Applied 
Linguistics) 
 

3 years 2 

3 Weeks 1 - 
5 

Male British CELTA, DELTA 
(modules 1 and 
2) 
 

10 weeks  1 

4 Weeks 1 - 
5 

Male British CELTA, DELTA 5 years 3 

5 Weeks 1 - 
5 

Female European CELTA, 
DELTA, 
MA TESOL 

9 months 1 

6 Weeks 1 - 
5 

Male British Trinity Cert 
TESOL 
 

27 months 2 

7 Weeks 6 - 
10 

Male British CELTA, DELTA 
(modules 1 and 
2) 
 

30 weeks 3 

8 Weeks 6 - 
10 

Female British CELTA, MA 
Applied 
Linguistics 
 

18 months 3 

9 Weeks 6 - 
10 

Female British CELTA, PG 
CERT ED 
 

70 weeks 5 
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3.6.3. The academic lecturers 

Student interviews three to six were linked to specific lectures which I observed. 

This is explained in more detail in Section 3.7. The academic lecturers were 

therefore purposefully selected because they were the lecturers who delivered 

the observed lectures. As explained above, in semester one, the three selected 

academic courses all shared one common module. This module was split 

between two lecturers and I interviewed both lecturers (Lecturers 1 and 2). In 

semester two, I interviewed the two lecturers who shared the core MSc 

Management module (Lecturers 3 and 5) and the lecturer who taught one of the 

core MSc Accounting and Finance modules (Lecturer 4). By that stage of the 

data collection process, all the Management, Finance and Accounting (MFA) 

students had withdrawn from the project and so no lecturers from this 

programme were interviewed. Brief information about the academic lecturers 

can be found in table 3.3. This information has been kept vague, particularly 

with regards to nationality, to maintain as much anonymity as possible for the 

lecturers.  

 

Table 3.3: Academic lecturer participants 

 

Lecturer Sex Nationality Length of time working 

at the university 

Number of 

times 

taught the 

module 

1 Female European 1 year 1 

2 Female European 3 years  3 

3 Female European 9 years 2 

4 Female European 3 years 2 

5 Male British 10 years 3 
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3.7. The interview procedure 

3.7.1. The pilot interviews 

Although pilot studies are not as critical in qualitative research as in quantitative 

research, in which data collection tools have to be checked to ensure they are 

doing precisely what they are expected to do (Dornyei, 2007), they are still an 

important way for the researcher to refine and revise procedures and work on 

their interview technique (Murray, 2009). As identified in Section 3.6, the data 

collection for this study began in July 2015, when the summer Course X started. 

Prior to this, I piloted some of my data collection tools with spring 2015 Course 

X students and EAP tutors in order to trial some of my interview questions and 

identify potential issues with the interview procedures.  

 

There were only sixty-five students enrolled on the spring 2015 Course X, 

considerably fewer than on the summer programme, and I could not target 

students who were specifically going on to study in the School of Management. 

Instead, I interviewed five students who were registered to study on a range of 

academic programmes. These students were recruited via an email sent to all 

the spring Course X students asking for volunteers. The pilot interviews with the 

students gave me the opportunity to adjust the interview schedules for the first 

set of student interviews, and to reflect on the process of interviewing L2 

students with a language level equivalent to IELTS 5.5. The main issue which 

arose from the pilot interviews was that I had to simplify some of the questions 

to make them easier for the students to understand. After the first interview, I 

realised that the L2 students may not have the language skills to easily 

understand long, hedged questions, such as ‘what kind of things do you think 

give you problems when listening?’, and short direct questions, such as ‘what 

makes listening difficult?’, were better. More discussion about the student 

participants’ language skills is included in Section 3.7.5. A second issue which 

arose was that I needed to confirm the students’ intended meaning at some 

points during the interviews as mispronunciations or misuse of vocabulary, 

which I understood in the live interview, were not always intelligible when I 

listened back to the recording later. This is similar to the experiences of 

Marshall and While (1994), who suggest that the interviewer uses a validating 
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or echoing statement after responses to overcome transcribing problems which 

may occur if L2 interviewees have particularly strong accents. Although I did not 

do this after every response, as it would have been tedious and would have 

lengthened the interviews considerably, I did use echoing statements if I noticed 

that I may not be able to understand a word later. For example, in extract 3.1 

below, I repeated the word ‘scare’ as the student’s pronunciation was not clear.  

 

Extract 3.1 

Interview 3 

Student 1 

 

JK 

1 

JK 

 

 

she say that if you didn't read this why you will fails so it 

scare me  

ok it scares you  

yes 

why does it scare you 

 

The final issue which I identified during the pilot interviews was that, because of 

the linguistic ability of the students, I had to be careful not to lead the students 

or put words in their mouths. This can be seen in extract 3.2 below, when 

instead of asking an open question, such as ‘do you stop listening’, I made a 

statement ‘when you are writing you stop listening’ which the student 

immediately replied yes to. Transcribing and reflecting on the pilot interviews 

raised my awareness of this issue and helped me avoid it during later 

interviews. 
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Extract 3.2 

Pilot Interview  

Pilot student 

3 

 

JK 

PS 3 

 

 

when I take notes I always just take notes (.) I will lost other 

information (.) I will just concentrate on my writing (.) so I 

think this is my problems. 

so when you are writing you stop listening 

yeah yeah (.) I stop listening and I have another problems (.) 

I always take a lot of notes (.) but the take notes doesn't 

useful (.) is not key points (.) is not main ideas 

 

I also interviewed three EAP tutors who were teaching on the spring 2015 

Course X. I purposefully selected these tutors as none were expected to teach 

on the summer Course X, although one tutor did then teach on the summer 

programme and was therefore not invited to volunteer for the main data 

collection interviews. During the EAP tutor pilot interviews, I found that my first 

interview guide led to too much focus on pre-sessional courses and not enough 

information emerged about the tutors’ perceptions of academic lectures. I 

therefore reordered the questions so that instead of starting with questions 

about Course X, I started by asking the tutors about the issues which they 

thought L2 students would have understanding academic lectures, and about 

L2 students’ lecture experiences more generally. Later in the interview, I moved 

on to questions about Course X and how it prepared L2 students for lectures. 

This simple change in the order of questions was enough to move the focus of 

the interviews away from being predominantly about Course X. 

 

After each of the pilot interviews, I transcribed the interviews, reflected on my 

performance as an interviewer, and sent the transcripts to my supervisor who 

provided feedback about the types of questions asked and how to potentially 

get more from the interviewees. The pilot interviews gave me confidence to 

continue with my data collection in the summer of 2015 as they demonstrated 

that students could articulate their listening processes and comprehension 

problems, although some students did this more clearly than others. 
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3.7.2. Pilot use of lecture capture 

Whilst planning the research project, I considered using MP4 files of lectures, 

recorded via the university’s lecture capture system, to gather data via 

stimulated recall. Stimulated recall is an introspective method in which 

participants are prompted by a video, or other stimulus such as a transcript, to 

verbalise the cognitive processes involved in an event (Lyle, 2003). In 

educational research, this method has been used to investigate the cognitive 

processes involved in language learning, such as the kind of knowledge or 

strategies a language learner uses to overcome communication problems 

(Gass and Mackey, 2000), and to explore teachers’ decision making processes 

(e.g. Parker and Gehrke, 1986, Stough, 2001).  

 

To explore how practicable it would be to include stimulated recall in my project, 

I carried out a pilot test with three L2 students from the university’s MA TESOL 

and Applied Linguistics programme. These students attended a lecture for their 

phonology module which was recorded via the university’s lecture capture 

system. I then met with each student individually and used the video to prompt 

the students to give me information about the listening strategies which they 

had used to understand the lecture. However, during the pilot test, the students 

found it difficult to recall what they had been thinking at a particular point in a 

lecture. This was possibly due to the length of the lectures, or possibly because 

the students were not consciously aware of the cognitive processes they had 

been using. Although a number of studies have been carried out using 

retrospective verbalisation to identify the cognitive and metacognitive strategies 

used in listening comprehension (e.g. Goh, 1998, 2000, 2002), these have been 

carried out using short texts. For example, in Goh’s research the texts were no 

longer than 250 words, whereas the MA TESOL students had listened to a two-

hour lecture. A further problem which arose was that stimulated recall should be 

carried out as soon as possible after the event (Gass and Mackey, 2000). In the 

trial, it was not always possible to meet the students immediately after the 

lecture so there was a time delay. In the intervening period, the students had 

often discussed the lecture with peers or taken some follow-up action to better 

understand the lecture. Following the three pilot stimulated recall sessions, I 
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decided that attempting to combine both students’ perceptions of a lecture 

heard in a real world situation and the cognitive processing involved in 

comprehending the lecture through stimulated recall would be unfeasible for this 

project. The lecture recordings were therefore only used in the main data 

collection stage to prompt a student’s memory of a lecture. This is discussed 

further in the next section.  

 

3.7.3. The interview procedure 

The interview schedule is shown in table 3.4 below.  
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Table 3.4: Interview schedule 

 

Date Students EAP tutors Academic 
lecturers 

Lecture 
observed 

17/7/2015 – 
24/7/2015 

Interview 1: 
14 out of 15 
students 
interviewed. 
Student 15 
volunteered late 
and missed the 
first interview 

   

28/7/15 – 3/8/15  Tutors 1 – 6    

21/8/2015 – 
28/8/15 

Interview 2: 
13 students 
interviewed. 
Students 4 and 14 
had dropped out. 

   

18/8/15 – 
01/9/2015 

 Tutors 7 - 9   

19/10/15 – 
27/10/15 

Interview 3: 
8 students 
interviewed. 
Students 2, 5, 7, 9 
and 10 had 
dropped out. 
 

 Lecturer 1 Lecture 1 
observed 
three times 
for the 
Management, 
MFA and 
A+F 
programmes 
(semester 1 
week 3) 

30/11/15 – 
08/12/15 

Interview 4: 
7 students 
interviewed. 
Student 13 had 
dropped out. 

 Lecturer 2 Lecture 2  
observed 
twice for the 
Management 
and A+F 
programmes 
(semester 1 
week 9) 

01/2/16 – 
05/2/16 

Interview 5: 
7 students 
interviewed. 

 Lecturers 3 and 4 Lecture 3 – 
Management 
Lecture 4 – 
A+F 
(semester 2 
week two) 

14/3/16 – 
18/3/16 

Interview 6: 
7 students 
interviewed. 

 Lecturer 4 (2nd 
interview) and 
lecturer 5 

Lecture 5 – 
Management 
Lecture 6 – 
A+F 
(semester 2 
week eight) 

18/4/16  EAP senior 
manager 
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As can be seen from table 3.4, the seven student participants who completed 

the whole project were each interviewed six times, twice whilst students were 

attending the pre-sessional course, and then twice in semester one, and twice 

in semester two of their master’s courses. This was primarily in order to answer 

research question two, which investigates changes in L2 student perception 

over time. However, it also facilitated a more in-depth view of students’ 

perceptions in order to answer research question one. This was not only 

because there were more interviews and hence more data collected, but also 

because the series of six interviews enabled me to develop a better relationship 

with the students, and for the students to become more familiar with the 

research process, than may have been possible in a one-off interview (Mann, 

2016). The increased rapport which developed over the series of interviews is 

likely to have helped the students feel more relaxed and therefore to be more 

open and willing to answer my questions (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The EAP 

tutors and academic lecturers were each interviewed once in order to answer 

research question three, which compares the students’ perceptions with these 

two other groups of participants. The only exception was Lecturer 4, who was 

interviewed twice as her module was not shared with another lecturer and 

therefore two of her lectures were observed. The lecturer interviews, along with 

student interviews three to six, were each linked to an observed lecture. For 

these interviews, I first observed a lecture and recorded it using the university’s 

lecture capture system. Further details of the lecture observations are given in 

Section 3.7.4. I then arranged to interview the lecturer and the relevant students 

as quickly as possible after each observed lecture had taken place. The 

interviews usually took place within one week but, due to scheduling issues, 

occasionally took slightly longer to arrange.  

 

All the student and EAP practitioner interviews were carried out either in a 

teaching room or in a group study room in the library at the university. The 

lecturer interviews were all conducted in their personal offices. All the interview 

locations were chosen to ensure that the interviews were held in a quiet 

environment where the interviewee could not be overheard. This helped 

maintain confidentiality and also prevented distractions. However, there were 
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occasionally interruptions, such as cleaners unexpectedly entering rooms, and 

these have been noted on the interview transcripts.  

 

As previously identified, the interviews followed a semi-structured format. 

Before each set of interviews, I prepared an interview guide, linking the 

interview questions to my main research questions and, where appropriate, to 

the relevant observed lectures (see Appendix 6 for sample interview guides). 

The purpose of an interview guide is to shape the conversation with participants 

(Braun and Clarke, 2013). However, for semi-structured interviews, the guide 

should only consist of suggested questions or topics to be covered, and should 

not provide a series of questions which are strictly followed (Kvale, 1996), 

otherwise the interviewer does not have the space to explore individual issues 

raised. Each of the interviews started with some open questions to give the 

interviewees time to settle into the interview, and to give them confidence that 

they could provide satisfactory responses (Dornyei, 2007, Mann, 2016). These 

questions were usually focused on obtaining some background information and 

not directly related to the research questions. However, in student interviews 

three to six, the opening question of ‘how are you finding your course?’ actually 

often led to responses and follow-up questions which were relevant to 

answering research question one. This was because it gave the students the 

opportunity to voice their immediate concerns about being a postgraduate 

student. The interviews then moved on to general, open questions which were 

related to the research questions. By keeping the questions on the interview 

guide general, I was able to ask more probing follow-up questions depending on 

the answers provided by each participant. For example, the students were 

asked which parts of the observed lecture they had found difficult to understand, 

which led to more exploratory questions about why that particular section was 

problematic. It was difficult to plan the follow-up questions as they were different 

for each participant. However, they often took the form of ‘why’ questions, 

asking the participant to rationalise their perceptions, or ‘tell me more about ..’ 

questions asking for additional details. In addition, as the students were 

interviewed six times over nine months, before each interview I read the 

transcript for the student’s previous interview so that I could refer back to issues 

which they had previously raised. I finished each interview by asking the 
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interviewees whether there was anything extra that they wanted to add, which 

enabled participants to raise issues that they thought were important but which 

had not previously been covered (Braun and Clarke, 2013, Dornyei, 2007).  

 

The interviews lasted between thirty and ninety minutes, with the length of 

interview dependent on respondent answers. The longest interviews were 

generally student interviews three to six, as these interviews focused 

specifically on the students’ perceptions of a particular academic lecture. The 

procedure for these interviews will be discussed in more detail below. However, 

I made a conscious effort to try to keep the student interviews to under an hour 

as I was aware that the students would probably find one-to-one interviews in a 

second language tiring. I was also mindful that attending the interviews was 

adding to the students’ already demanding study load, and I attempted to 

reduce the possibility of dropout by trying to minimise the impact on their time, 

whilst still collecting as much information as possible. My peak interviewing 

period was July and August 2015, which was also the period when the students 

had their heaviest scheduled teaching input and I had my most demanding work 

schedule. Therefore, during this period, there were some compromises both in 

arranging interviews, which had to be fitted around the pre-sessional 

programme, and in interview length, as occasionally the participants did not 

have much time available to be interviewed. For example, EAP tutor 3 was very 

clear at the start of his interview that he only had thirty minutes of free time. In 

these situations, I had to prioritise some questions over others in order to 

ensure that I covered the most important points in the available time, and some 

more exploratory questions, which I would have liked to have asked, were 

abandoned. 

 

Each interview was recorded on an MP3 player, with permission obtained from 

the participant. In addition, as previously mentioned, student interviews three to 

six included discussing the student’s comprehension of a particular lecture 

which I had observed. I recorded the observed lectures using the university’s 

lecture capture system, which generated an MP4 file that I could play during the 

student interviews. Interviews three to six were therefore also recorded on my 

laptop, on Screencast-O-Matic software, so that I could record both the 
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interview and the replaying of the lecture MP4 at the same time. As identified in 

Chapter 2, research into students’ perceptions of lectures often views lectures 

as one comprehensible event rather than considering whether students’ 

comprehension varies within a lecture. A student’s ability to remember what 

happened in a lecture may also drop off rapidly. For example, in a study 

reported by Cotton et al. (2010), some students could not express what a 

lecture had been about when asked later on the same day that the lecture took 

place. In an attempt to avoid both of these issues, in student interviews three to 

six, I used the MP4 file of the relevant lecture, copies of the associated 

PowerPoint presentation, any pre-lecture reading texts, and copies of the 

student’s notes to prompt each student’s memory of the lecture. Having these 

prompts available was particularly important when discussing which sections of 

the lecture the student found easy or difficult to comprehend, as the students 

generally referred either to their own lecture notes or the PowerPoint slides to 

help answer those questions. Once a student had identified a relevant section 

of a lecture, I usually replayed that part of the MP4 file. This allowed the student 

to hear and sometimes see the lecturer, at the same time as viewing the 

relevant slides on screen (see the screenshot shown in figure 3.1 below).  

 

 

Figure 3.1: Screenshot of an example lecture capture MP4 recording 
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After playing the recorded section of the lecture, I generally found that students 

were able to give more details about what they thought affected 

comprehension, although occasionally we had to replay a section several times 

before the students could clearly articulate why they could not understand the 

input. In Chapters 4 and 5, extracts from the interviews will be used to illustrate 

these comprehension issues in more detail. 

 

Recording each interview enabled me to keep note-taking to a minimum, and I 

could therefore listen more actively without distractions (Seidman, 2015). This 

was particularly important when interviewing the students, as I often had to 

clarify meaning or encourage students to expand on answers which were 

beyond their linguistic comfort zone. Further information about the students’ 

linguistic ability and the impact on the interviews will be given in Section 3.7.5. 

 

3.7.4. Lecture observations and recordings 

I observed selected lectures, which the students were asked to discuss, not to 

collect data to answer my research questions but, instead, to ease the interview 

process by helping me better understand the context which the interviewees 

referred to. For example, both students and lecturers occasionally made 

reference to lecturer or student behaviour in a lecture, which I would not have 

been aware of if I had not been in the lecture as well. The process for choosing 

the modules and lectures observed was described in Section 3.6.1, and the 

lecture observation schedule is contained within the interview schedule shown 

in table 3.4 above. In each semester, one lecture was observed at the 

beginning of the module and one lecture was observed near the end, giving 

students the opportunity to discuss whether they thought their lecture 

comprehension had changed across a module. I attended these lectures as a 

non-participant observer (Bryman, 2012), positioning myself at the back of the 

room in the least intrusive position possible. However for ethical reasons, at the 

start of each lecture, the lecturer made it clear to the students that I was there 

and that the lecture was being recorded as part of my research project. 

Students were also told that if they did not wish to be recorded speaking in the 
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lecture then the recording could be paused, although no requests for this were 

ever made.  

 

3.7.5. Additional interview considerations 

Throughout the student interviews, I was mindful that the student participants 

were being interviewed in a second language and that this may impact on both 

their interpretation of the questions and on the answers given. At the start of the 

interview process, all the students had an IELTS score of 5.5 or equivalent, 

which corresponds with B2 on the Common European Framework of Reference 

for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001). At this level, language users 

can ‘understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract 

topics’, ‘can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes 

regular interaction with native speakers quite possible without strain for either 

party’ and ‘can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects’ (Council 

of Europe, 2001 p.24). I therefore decided that the students should have 

enough language skills to articulate their ideas, and confirmed this in the pilot 

interviews with students who had the same level of English language ability. 

Whilst I considered the use of interpreters, this would have been costly. Using 

interpreters may also have impacted on the interview data, as there may be 

transfer of meaning in the process of translating from one language to another 

via an interpreter, who has to construct their own meaning from what they hear 

(Temple and Young, 2004). Kapborg and Berterö (2002) even suggest that to 

maintain research validity, the interpreter should be trained in the research field, 

which would also have increased the logistical issues around arranging 

interpreters.  

 

There appears to be little research about the effect of linguistic proficiency when 

an interview takes place in a second language for the interviewee but without an 

interpreter. However, Marshall and While (1994) identify that one of the 

advantages of semi-structured interviews is that the interviewer can rephrase 

questions and replace vocabulary which has not been understood with simpler 

language. As mentioned in section 3.7.1, one of my main learning points from 

the pilot interviews was that the students found it difficult to quickly understand 
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complex questions which included embedded politeness strategies. Throughout 

the student interviews, I therefore graded my language to a level which I 

thought students would be better able to understand, using my experience as 

both a language teacher and an IELTS examiner to judge this.  

 

Another factor which needs to be mentioned regarding the interviews is my 

relationship with the three different sets of participants. Research interviews are 

not a neutral data collection tool, but are instead a social practice in which there 

is co-construction of meaning between the interviewer and the interviewee 

(Mann, 2011, Talmy, 2011). The relationship between the two will impact on 

how the interview is conducted and the data which emerges (Mann, 2011), as 

the interviewee may take a different position with different interviewers (Block, 

2000). In addition, the interviewer needs to remain impartial and minimise bias 

but also build rapport so that the interviewee is more willing to participate and 

provide information (Miller, 2011). Although there is not space within this thesis 

for an in-depth analysis of the impact of my relationships on the interview 

process, I will briefly outline here how the co-construction of meaning may have 

differed across the three groups of participants.  

 

When interviewing the students, I was primarily in the position of researcher but 

was also a representative of the ELTD and a colleague of their EAP tutors. In 

some of the early interviews, I had to reassure students that the information 

they gave was confidential and would not be reported back to others within the 

ELTD. I was also ever mindful of the need to build rapport and make the 

interview process as easy and stress-free as possible, as I was aware that there 

was likely to be attrition of student participants during the project.  

 

With the EAP tutors and the EAP senior manager, the interviews were 

acquaintance interviews (Garton and Copland, 2010) and I had varying levels of 

shared insider knowledge with the interviewees. Some of the tutors were 

teaching on Course X for the first time and our previous interactions had mainly 

been as professional colleagues. However, other tutors had either taught on 

several summer courses or had at some point worked in the ELTD full-time, and 

we had closer working and social relationships. In some interviews, I found 
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myself being asked questions about the design and organisation of Course X by 

less experienced tutors, and I was careful to reassure those tutors that their 

perceptions were as valid as mine. With the tutors that I knew better, it was 

occasionally difficult to maintain an interviewer / interviewee dynamic as our 

previous interactions made the interviewee more relaxed and led to them 

making jokes or referring to shared knowledge not relevant to the research 

project. In the transcripts of these interviews, I have occasionally edited out 

sections which were completely irrelevant to the research project and this has 

been noted on the transcripts. 

 

Whilst interviewing the academic lecturers, I had a role both as a peer working 

within the university but also as a researcher. In these interviews, I initially felt 

that I was in the position of a relatively new researcher interviewing more 

experienced researchers, which made me feel quite self-conscious of my 

interview technique. However, over the course of the project, I realised that the 

academic lecturers did not appear to share the same feelings and certainly did 

not treat me as anything other than an equal.  

 

3.8. The approach to data analysis and coding 

Having considered various approaches to qualitative data analysis, such as 

discourse analysis, comparative analysis and content analysis (Harding, 2013), 

I selected thematic analysis as the most suitable method of analysis for this 

thesis. Thematic analysis is centred around examining commonalities, 

relationships and differences across a data set (Gibson and Brown, 2009) to 

‘identify repeated patterns of meaning’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006 p.86), and 

provides a way of connecting broad features of the data (Gibson and Brown, 

2009). This focus on broad areas of similarities and differences, rather than on 

the details of individual accounts, was important to help me to identify patterns 

across the longitudinal student interviews, and between the three different 

groups of participants. Identification of these patterns was necessary in order to 

answer the three research questions. As thematic analysis is an inductive 

approach, in which themes emerge from the data rather than being guided by a 



92 
 

pre-determined theoretical coding framework (Harding, 2013), it also allowed for 

a more exploratory approach to data analysis and stopped me from being too 

focused on my own pre-existing views.  

 

To ensure that the data was analysed using a principled procedure, I followed 

the six phases of thematic analysis defined in Braun and Clarke (2006). These 

are shown in figure 3.2 and will be discussed in more detail below.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Phases of thematic analysis adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006 

p.87) 

 

3.8.1. Phase 1: Familiarisation with the data 

In the first stage of analysis, it was vital for me to become familiar with the large 

amount of interview data I had collected. This comprised of almost thirty-three 

hours of student interviews, not including data collected from students who 

withdrew during the research process, six and a half hours of EAP tutor 

interviews, and three and a half hours of academic lecturer interviews. As 

thematic analysis requires the researcher to be immersed in the data, searching 

for meaning and patterns in an active way (Braun and Clarke, 2013), I fully 

transcribed all the interviews myself. Although I transcribed some of the 

Phase 1: Familiarisation with the data

Phase 2: Generation of initial codes 

Phase 3: Search for themes

Phase 4: Review of themes

Phase 5: Definition and naming of 
themes

Phase 6: Production of report
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interviews with students who withdrew from the project, the data from these 

interviews was not included in the thematic analysis. This is because it would 

have made it more difficult to investigate themes if some students had been 

interviewed more often than others. Initially, I attempted to transcribe the 

interviews as quickly as possible after they had taken place, however, in the 

summer of 2015 this was difficult due to the number of interviews conducted 

and my teaching workload. I therefore put the EAP tutor interviews to one side 

and did not transcribe these until the spring of 2016. All the other interviews 

were transcribed in the order that they took place.  

 

Thematic analysis requires less detail in the transcript than discourse, 

conversation or narrative analysis and there is not a clear transcription 

procedure to be followed (Braun and Clarke, 2006). With this in mind, I 

transcribed interview 1 for students 1, 3, 6 and 9 without following any clear 

transcription conventions and instead formulated the students’ words into 

written, punctuated sentences. However, this proved problematic as I had to 

make some difficult judgements about where sentences should begin and end. 

As a language teacher, I was aware that oral communication does not translate 

well into sentences, and additionally felt that my interpretation may not always 

convey the intended meaning, thus reducing transcription quality (Poland, 

2001). The students also often made grammatical errors which made it difficult 

to record meaning in a standard sentence format. After transcribing the first four 

interviews, I switched to using a simplified version of the Vienna-Oxford 

International Corpus of English (VOICE) transcriptions conventions (VOICE 

Project, 2007). These conventions were developed to provide linguistic 

descriptions of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) interactions, i.e. interactions 

where speakers use English as a common means of communication but do not 

speak English as L1. However, as my main aim was to identify themes in the 

content of the data, rather than to analyse the linguistic features used to 

express these themes, many of the conventions were too detailed for my 

purpose. Including these conventions would have severely lengthened the 

transcription process, so I used the simplified version shown in Appendix 7. 

Following these simplified conventions allowed me to mark-up the scripts with 

features such as pauses, overlaps and unintelligible speech, but excluded 



94 
 

additional details which may have been recorded if I had been using an 

alternative analysis procedure. Whilst transcribing, I was also careful not to 

clean up the transcripts by changing student vocabulary errors or attempting to 

interpret any unintelligible speech, as incorrect assumptions would have 

reduced the transcription quality (Poland, 2001). A sample student, EAP tutor 

and academic lecturer transcript can be found in Appendix 8.  

 

3.8.2. Phase 2: Generation of initial codes 

Once I had transcribed all the interview data, I systematically read each 

transcript in order to establish codes. Codes are used to identify and categorise 

general features of the data which appear interesting to the researcher so that 

commonalities can be identified (Braun and Clarke, 2006, Gibson and Brown, 

2009). These codes organise the data into meaningful groups which can then 

be used to search for themes which answer the research questions (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006). As stated above, my data analysis was inductive and data-driven 

rather than being guided by a pre-determined theoretical coding framework, 

which meant that the coding was diverse and not confined to themes previously 

identified in the literature (Braun and Clarke, 2006). However, my work as an 

EAP practitioner, and my previous research into a related topic for my MA 

TESOL, meant that it was impossible for me to code in an ‘epistemological 

vacuum’ (Banister et al., 2011 p.209) without any pre-determined expectations. 

In an attempt to reduce the effect of this, I focused on the data at a ‘semantic’ 

rather than an ‘interpretative level’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006 p.84). This meant 

that I coded the explicit meaning of the data rather than attempting to identify 

underlying assumptions behind the responses, which would have involved 

theorising and placing my own interpretation on the data whilst coding (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006). I also coded ‘inclusively’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006 p.89) by 

keeping some of the surrounding data with each coded item so that the context 

of the response was not lost. In later stages, this made it easier to refine codes 

as I could quickly review my initial interpretation without having to revisit the 

whole transcript.  

 

In order to make the coding of data more manageable, I used NVivo, a 
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qualitative data analysis software (QDAS) programme, rather than coding 

manually. Using a QDAS programme to create an electronic corpus makes it 

easier to apply more than one code to the same section of text, and to review 

and sort the coded items in different ways. Thus, the coding process is 

potentially more complex and rigorous than when coding manually (Bazeley, 

2013). Although I was concerned about over-coding, Braun and Clarke (2006 

p.89) advise that the researcher should code ‘for as many potential 

themes/patterns as possible’. A screenshot of all the codes generated in NVivo 

can be seen in Appendix 9. Through the use of multiple codes and sub-codes, I 

began to notice the complexity of the relationships between the different factors 

which students perceived as affecting comprehension. Extract 3.3, in which a 

student discusses reading the lecture PowerPoint slides before a lecture, and 

table 3.5 which shows how I coded the extract, illustrate a typical example of my 

initial coding. 

 

Extract 3.3 

Interview 3 

Student 12 

 

 

 

if we we read a ppt before we start the lecture (.) it may be 

better because as for the Chinese student we can't (.) uh 

follow the ppt and listen to the lecture at the same time (.) so 

if we read the ppt before the lecture we know (.) what she 

talk about (.) so we can just focus on she talk yeah 
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Table 3.5: NVivo coding for extract 3.3 

Code Sub-code Specific section of 

extract which led to 

categorisation 

Easy to understand Pre-lecture prep if we read the ppt before 

the lecture we know (.) 

what she talk about 

Easy to understand PPT if we read the ppt before 

the lecture we know (.) 

what she talk about 

Problems with comprehension reading and listening we can't (.) uh follow the 

ppt and listen to the 

lecture at the same time 

Problems with comprehension PPT we can't (.) uh follow the 

ppt and listen to the 

lecture at the same time 

PPTs Pre post lecture if we read the ppt before 

the lecture we know (.) 

what she talk about 

PPTs reading and listening we can't (.) uh follow the 

ppt and listen to the 

lecture at the same time 

Pre-lecture prep PPT 1. if we we read a ppt 

before we start the 

lecture (.) it may be 

better because as for the 

Chinese student we can't 

(.) uh follow the ppt and 

listen to the lecture at 

the same time 

2. if we read the ppt 

before the lecture we 

know (.) what she talk 

about 

 

The screenshot below (figure 3.3) shows the sub-codes created in NVivo for the 

code of PPTs. The middle column shows the number of ‘files’ attached to each 

sub-code. For this research project, each transcribed interview represents an 

individual file, so the sub-code of ‘pre post lecture’ has extracts from twenty-six 
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of the interview transcripts attached. There are fifty-seven interview transcripts 

in total. The third column shows the number of ‘references’ or extracts attached 

to the sub-code. The sub-code of ‘pre post lecture’ has forty-nine extracts from 

twenty-six interview transcripts attached to it. The file and reference columns in 

NVivo therefore help provide an overview of not only how frequently a sub-code 

was discussed in the interviews but also in how many interviews the sub-code 

occurred. 

 

 

Figure 3.3: Screenshot of example NVivo coding 

 

3.8.3. Phase 3: Search for themes  

In this stage, my analysis of the data moved from code to theme level. While a 

code represents one idea, themes represent patterns of similarity or overlap 

between codes which occur across the data and ‘capture something important 

about the data in relation to the research question’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006 

p.82).  To obtain a general overview of the coding, I first compared the 

frequency of each code and sub-code for each of the three groups of 

participants, both by individual and by group. However, as Braun and Clarke 

(2006) stress, themes are not necessarily connected to the prevalence of 

occurrences across a data set. Looking only at frequency left me feeling 

disconnected from the data, as it reduced the participants’ perceptions to 
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numbers rather representing their actual perceptions, which often contained 

links and overlaps between codes. For example, in extract 3.3 above, Student 

12 felt that reading the PowerPoint slides before a lecture improved 

comprehension as she found it difficult to read the PowerPoint and listen to the 

lecture at the same time. Yet, later in the same interview, she also said that she 

did not usually look at the slides before lectures as she did not know when they 

had been uploaded to the university’s virtual learning environment, and she 

thought that lecturers should make the PowerPoints slides available earlier than 

they currently did. Therefore, if I considered only whether students thought that 

pre-lecture preparation helped comprehension, or how students felt that 

PowerPoint slides impacted on comprehension, or the effect of lecturer action 

on students’ comprehension, this excluded the relationships between these 

factors.  

 

To help me visualise how the codes connected to each other, I created thematic 

mind-maps identifying potential themes, which were linked to the main codes 

and sub-codes, for each student participant and then for each group of 

participants. The mind-maps for the three groups of participants can be seen in 

Appendix 10. From these mind-maps, I produced an initial thematic map, which 

is shown below, and which identifies three distinct groups of themes: those 

connected to the students’ listening ability, those connected to the action of the 

lecturer, and those connected to student behaviour.  
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Figure 3.4: Initial thematic map 

 

3.8.4. Phase 4 and Phase 5: Review of themes and defining and naming 

of themes 

Phase 4 of thematic analysis involves the review and refinement of themes and 

phase 5 involves organising the data into a coherent account, with each theme 

analysed in detail and sub-themes identified. Whilst Braun and Clarke (2013) 

separate these into two distinct phases, I carried them out concurrently, as I 

considered how the identified themes would contribute to answering my 

research questions whilst I was reviewing and refining the themes. I first 

collated the relevant coded extracts for each of the three themes identified 

above: listening, lecturers, and student factors, and reread them. I identified 

how the extracts fitted within the theme or sub-theme, rechecked some of the 

data against the original transcript to gain greater contextual insights, and 

discarded data which did not contribute to answering the research questions. I 

also matched data which had been coded in multiple ways to specific themes, 

thus reducing the number of codes, and reconsidered how some data had been 

coded in relation to the identified themes. During this process, I identified that I 

had too many themes and sub-themes to be able to present a coherent and in-

depth analysis within the space available in this thesis, and that the lecturer and 

student factor themes would be too ‘thin’ (Braun and Clarke, 2013, p.232) and 

not centred around a core concept which could be comprehensibly analysed in 
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the discussion chapter (Braun and Clarke, 2006). I therefore reduced the 

themes to two: processing aural input and multi-tasking in lectures. Both of 

these themes are related to students’ cognitive processing in lectures, which 

gave me an underlying framework for the discussion chapter and prevented the 

analysis from becoming too fragmented. 

 

The revised themes and sub-themes are shown in figure 3.5 below. The 

listening theme was renamed processing aural input, as this aligned with Field’s 

(2013) framework described in Chapter 2. The sub-themes of speed and 

pronunciation and accent were regrouped together into one sub-theme of input 

decoding. The sub-theme of subject knowledge was renamed as lecture 

content, as this fitted with the students’ broader perceptions about the lectures, 

and relevant data from the previous sub-theme of pre-lecture preparation was 

amalgamated into this sub-theme. The themes of lecturer and student factors 

were abandoned for being too broad and impossible to cover in the space 

available. Instead, I created a new theme of multi-tasking in lectures, with the 

associated sub-themes of note-taking and PowerPoint presentations, which 

also incorporated some of the key points related to use to L1.  

 

 

Figure 3.5: Revised thematic map 
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To help with my revision of the themes, I also produced a descriptive account of 

each theme, selecting relevant extracts from the data to clearly exemplify the 

participants’ perceptions. Description is important during qualitative data 

analysis, as it helps the researcher to refine and clarify their ideas about the 

relevance and boundaries of themes (Bazeley, 2013), and should be carried out 

before any attempt is made to interpret the data (Patton, 2001). I found that this 

process helped me to reorganise the sub-themes and to test out ways of giving 

a coherent structure to my results chapters.  

 

3.8.5. Phase 6: Production of a report 

Braun and Clarke (2006 p.93) describe the final stage as writing up the analysis 

into ‘a concise, coherent, logical, non-repetitive and interesting account’ which 

provides evidence of themes via data extracts. However, writing up is also an 

ongoing part of the data analysis (Gibson and Brown, 2009). I therefore found 

that writing Chapters 4 and 5, the results chapters, and Chapter 6, the 

discussion chapter, actually involved an ongoing process of revisiting the coded 

data to ensure that the extracts used accurately illustrated the respondents’ 

perceptions. The introduction to Chapter 4 outlines how the data extracts 

included in Chapters 4 and 5 were selected, and also provides a rationale for 

the presentation of the data and reporting of the results in those chapters. 

 

3.9. Chapter summary 

This chapter began by outlining the subjective ontology and interpretivist 

epistemology positions which underpin this thesis. These positions led me to 

develop exploratory research questions which were investigated via a 

qualitative approach centred around semi-structured interviews. The chapter 

then described the ethical issues associated with interviewing the participants 

and the steps taken to ensure consent, anonymity and security of data. Section 

3.6 provided details about the three groups of participants: the L2 students, the 

EAP tutors and the academic lecturers. It explained how the participants were 

recruited and provided brief biographical data for each participant. The 

biographical information given for each participant has been kept to a minimum 
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in order to help maintain anonymity. In the next section, the interview process 

was discussed in detail, starting with a description of the pilot interviews and the 

lessons learnt from these, followed by an explanation of the interview procedure 

and lecture observations. The chapter finished with a description of the thematic 

analysis carried out by following a procedure established in Braun and Clarke 

(2006). Chapters 4 and 5 will report the results which were identified through 

the coding and analysis of the interview data, with Chapter 4 presenting results 

which answer research question 1 and Chapter 5 describing the results which 

answer research questions 2 and 3.  
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Chapter 4  

Research Findings 1 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter will report the findings which relate to research question one:  

 

Research Question 1: What do postgraduate students studying in a second 

language within a School of Management at a British university, and with a 

language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, perceive as being the main factors 

which affect their lecture comprehension? 

 

In this chapter and the next, which contains the findings relevant to research 

questions two and three, the data is presented with little interpretation, as it is 

necessary to view the students’ lecture experiences as a whole before 

interpreting the data. Discussion of the findings will follow in Chapter 6. Chapter 

4 is divided into two main sections which align with the two themes identified in 

Chapter 3: processing aural input and multi-tasking in lectures. Within those 

themes, the findings related to the five sub-themes will be described. Aural 

processing is divided into the three sub-themes of lecture content, vocabulary, 

and input decoding. Multi-tasking in lectures is divided into the two sub-themes 

of PowerPoint presentations and note-taking. All the students had clearly 

identifiable perceptions about the factors which affected their comprehension, 

and the extracts included within this chapter and the next were chosen because 

they represent the clearest or most interesting examples of the concept being 

described (Gibson and Brown, 2009). The extracts are intended to represent 

the findings ‘as fairly and accurately as possible’ (Harding, 2013 p.179). 

However, some extracts have been edited to remove digression from the point 

being illustrated. The transcription conventions can be found in Appendix 7 and 

full copies of sample transcripts are in Appendix 8.  
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Throughout Chapters 4 and 5, I have used a variety of terms to report the 

number of participants connected with a particular theme or sub-theme. From 

the data collected, I could have included a frequency count for every discussion, 

for example, ‘five students thought that PowerPoint slides with pictures aided 

comprehension’. However, authors such as Braun and Clarke (2013), Pyett 

(2003) and Wainwright (1997) argue that ‘counting responses misses the point 

of qualitative research’ (Pyett, 2003, p.1174) as ‘it is the quality of the insight 

that is important, rather than the number of respondents that share it’ 

(Wainwright, 1997, p.11). As explained in Chapter 3, I carried out semi-

structured interviews in order to obtain in-depth insights into the participants’ 

perceptions regarding lecture comprehension. Although the themes and sub-

themes discussed in this chapter and the next were identified as the most 

prevalent, the focus in these chapters is on the quality of the data, and not on 

attempting to quantify the frequency of occurrence. It should also be noted that 

due to the semi-structured format of the interviews, in which the interviews 

developed from the responses given by participants, a participant’s failure to 

mention something does not mean that they did not perceive it (Braun and 

Clarke, 2013). It would therefore be wrong to attempt to quantify the data as if 

the interviews had been very structured, with all groups of participants asked 

exactly the same questions in the same order. However, as the use of phrases 

such as ‘the majority of’ or ‘many’ are sometimes criticised as being too vague 

(Bazeley, 2013, Braun and Clarke, 2013), I will clarify here the language used to 

discuss prevalence within the findings chapters. Although I have occasionally 

included frequency counts to show the strength or weakness of a theme, I have 

generally used the terms shown in table 4.1, or similar. These terms were 

adapted from guidance in Braun and Clarke (2013). 
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Table 4.1: Quantifying language used to discuss findings 

Approximate % of participants  Quantifying words or phrases  

Over 80% the majority / almost all / almost 

always 

60% - 80% most / frequently / usually 

Approximately 50% some / several / often 

Less than 50% few / infrequently 

 

4.2. Processing aural input 

The sub-themes discussed in this section are all connected with the students’ 

listening ability. In Chapter 2, five interconnected cognitive listening processes 

were outlined: input decoding, lexical search, parsing, meaning construction 

and discourse representation (Field, 2013). Input decoding, lexical search and 

parsing are linked with the lower-level decoding of individual sounds 

(Vandergrift and Goh, 2012), whilst meaning construction and discourse 

representation involve making use of context and prior knowledge to create 

meaning and are connected to higher-level processing of the input (Vandergrift 

and Goh, 2012). Although the students did not discuss their aural 

comprehension of lectures using these terms, the three sub-themes which were 

identified from the student interviews can be broadly aligned with these 

cognitive processes in the following way: 

 

Table 4.2: Alignment between sub-themes and cognitive listening processes  

Section Sub-theme Cognitive listening 

process 

Section 4.2.1 The lecture content Meaning construction 
and discourse 
representation  

Section 4.2.2 Vocabulary  Input decoding, lexical 
search and parsing 

Section 4.2.3 Input decoding Input decoding and 
lexical search 

 

However, as discussed in Chapter 2, these cognitive processes are often 

automatic and simultaneous, and it was not within the scope of this research to 
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pinpoint the exact reasons for comprehension breakdown. The following 

sections therefore focus on the students’ interpretations of how their listening 

affected their lecture comprehension, with links being made to cognitive 

listening processes only when an explicit connection could be drawn from the 

students’ comments. 

 

4.2.1. The lecture content 

In interviews three to six, the lecture content was one of the factors most 

frequently discussed by students as affecting their lecture comprehension. It 

was mentioned in almost every interview, often in response to a general 

question such as: ‘what’s the biggest problem that you have understanding 

lectures at the moment?’. Typically, the students described the content of a 

lecture as being ‘difficult’ or ‘hard’ to understand. For example:  

 

Extract 4.1 

Interview 3 

Student 15 

 

 

 

if it's in accounting area I think I can handle it but in the other 

something like finance modelling (.) I found it quite hard […] 

I'm not familiar actually with this subject 

 

As can be seen from Student 15’s comment, the students’ perceptions about 

their difficulty understanding the lecture content were often connected to 

whether they had studied the subject before or not. To provide some 

background to this section, I have therefore included table 4.3 below, which 

shows the undergraduate degree of each student. The information for Student 

15 is less complete than for the other students as he volunteered to participate 

later than the other students. Consequently, his first and second interview were 

combined which led to less biographical data being collected. As can be seen 

from table 4.3, four of the students had a business, economics or accountancy 

related undergraduate degree, although all had been studied in their first 

language, whilst Student 15 had a professional accountancy qualification which 

he had completed in English. Only two students had work experience related to 

their academic course. Student 15 had previously worked for a multi-national 
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accountancy organisation in Saudi Arabia, whilst Student 6 had spent a year 

working as a manager in a plastics modelling company in China. As some of 

Student 15’s comments in this chapter will illustrate, his previous work 

experience and previous study in English appeared to assist him in 

understanding the accountancy sections of lectures. In contrast, Student 6 

made no references to his previous work experience when discussing his 

lecture comprehension.  

 

Table 4.3: Student undergraduate and postgraduate degrees 

Student  MSc course Undergraduate 

course / relevant 

work experience 

Completed 

undergraduate 

degree 

Student 1 Management German as a Second 

Language 

June 2014 

Student 3 Management International Business 

and Economics 

June 2015 

Student 6 Management English + one-year work 

experience as a 

programme manager in a 

plastics modelling 

company 

June 2014 

Student 8 Accounting and 

Finance 

International Economy 

and Trade 

June 2015 

Student 11 Management Business Administration Summer 2014  

Student 12 Accounting and 

Finance 

Accounting and Applied 

Psychology (combined) 

June 2015 

Student 15 Accounting and 

Finance 

Unknown but took the 

Certified Public 

Accountant (CPA) exam 

in English + worked in 

accountancy for a multi-

national company 

unknown 

 

 

To provide context to some of the extracts in this section, table 4.4 outlines the 

main topic of each of the observed lectures. The content of the lectures ranged 

from predominantly theoretical input, such as lecture 1 on accountability, to 

more practical input such as lecture 4 which focused on understanding financial 

statements. As will be discussed later in this section, the students thought that 
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that amount of theoretical content within a lecture also had an impact on their 

comprehension. 
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Table 4.4: Overview of the observed lectures 

Observed 
lecture 

Academic 
course 

Attended by Title of lecture Lecture aims / outline from the PPT slides 

Lecture 1  
(semester 1 
week 3) 
Lecturer 1 

Management, 
MFA and A+F 

All student 
participants 

Accounting as 
Accountability 

• What is accountability? 
• Discuss Hoskin and Macve’s (Foucauldian) analysis 
of the genesis of accountability 
• Accounting and accountability in society 
• Explore Standard Costing / Budgeting as an 
accounting technique of accountability 

Lecture 2 
(semester 1 
week 9) 
Lecturer 2 

Management, 
MFA and A+F 

All student 
participants 

Capitalism and 
Accounting 

• Financialization of global capitalism and increased role of capital markets 
• Enron collapse and scandal in 2001 
• RBS collapse and scandal in 2008 
• Is accounting sufficiently robust in an era of 
financialized markets? 
• Chwastiak and Young (2003) on silences in annual 
reports 

Lecture 3  
(semester 2 
week two) 
Lecturer 3 

Management Students 1, 3, 
6 and 11 

Max Weber: 
Capitalism, 
Rationalisation 
and Bureaucracy 

No lecture aims / overview provided but lecture covered the historical situations which led to the 
rise of capitalism, and then discussed rationalisation and bureaucracy in relation to the modern 
workplace. 

Lecture 4  
(semester 2 
week two) 
Lecturer 4 

A+F Students 8, 12 
and 15 

Financial 
Statements and 
Valuation 

Introduction to the financial statements  
•The form of the financial statements  
•Nike, Inc.  
Measurement in the financial statements  
•The Price-to-Book Ratio  
•Measurement in the Balance Sheet and the Income Statement  
•The Price-Earnings Ratio  
•Accounting as an Anchor  

Lecture 5  
(semester 2 
week eight) 
Lecturer 5 

Management Students 1, 3, 
6 and 11 

The New Work 
Order: 
Organizations and 
Utopias 

No lecture aims / overview provided but the lecture covered the changing world of work and how 
the future workplace might evolve. 

Lecture 6  
(semester 2 
week eight) 
Lecturer 4 

A+F Students 8, 12 
and 15 

Accounting 
Analysis 

• Creating Accounting Value and Economic Value  

• Value Creation and Residual Earnings 

• Conservative and Liberal Accounting in Practice 

• Analysis of the Quality of Financial Statements  
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All the students stated that if they were already familiar with the lecture content, 

either in English or in their L1, then it made the lecture more comprehensible. 

For example, when Student 12 was asked which section of lecture 2 she had 

found easiest to understand, she referred to a section about Enron, as she 

already knew about this company from previous study.  

 

Extract 4.2 

Interview 4 

Student 12 

 

 

 

maybe when the lecturer talk about the Enron event and er 

er talk about the recent and background of the event (.) um 

because we have learned er this information when we in 

China so er maybe dues to I knew the background so it's 

more easier to follow the lecturer 

 

Similarly, Student 6 thought that his English degree had given him an 

advantage in understanding lecture 3, particularly during a section which 

connected changes in religious beliefs in Europe with the rise of capitalism.  

 

Extract 4.3 

Interview 5 

Student 6 

 

 

 

this lecture [lecture 3] is pretty difficult for many Chinese 

students because it (1) it connect with the western culture (.) 

which we are unfamiliar with (.) but for me I think it's 

acceptable (.) because I study English Literature before (.) I 

know much about western culture and the religions […] so 

for to me it's ok I can understand 

 

Although the students’ comments about the effect of their prior knowledge on 

comprehension were often quite general and were usually connected to 

whether they had studied the topic before, several students attempted to 

articulate the difficulties which they had with identifying the meaning of new 

input. Some students described having a problem with being able to process 

the incoming information quickly enough. For example, when discussing a 

section of lecture 3 in which the lecturer talked about polytheism in ancient 
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Greece, Student 11 said that whilst trying to understand the idea of gods having 

human attributes, she missed the lecturer’s main point.  

 

Extract 4.4 

Interview 5 

Student 11 

 

 

 

 

she mention […] that they [live] high mountain (.) I imagine 

(.) what is that (.) er maybe that is the hard to understand 

because um (3) maybe I couldn't imagine [..] so I know I 

familiar with this term God of War (.) God of Life (.) 

something like that but she said they live in high mountains 

maybe I couldn't imagine what is this so uh (.) while I was 

thinking about that (.) maybe I couldn't catch the er [the main 

idea] 

 

Other students thought that without some existing background knowledge, they 

could sometimes understand the individual words but could not put the ideas 

together to understand the concept referred to by the lecturer. This suggests 

that they were having problems with the meaning construction stage of aural 

cognitive processing and lacked the relevant schema to be able to develop their 

understanding. For example, Student 3, referring to the same section of lecture 

3 mentioned by Student 11 above, made this comment:  

 

Extract 4.5 

Interview 5 

Student 3 

 

 

 

this is far from my life (.) I can't understand what she said 

firstly […] I can understand each word (.) but sentence is 

very difficult (.) to understand (.) because this background is 

far from my life 

 

In addition to the comments about the impact of their prior subject knowledge 

on their lecture comprehension, most of the students thought that sections of 

lectures which contained theoretical information were more difficult to 

understand than sections of lectures which focused on what the students 

referred to as more general concepts or real world examples. Theories were 
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described as being too complex and too academic to understand, whereas 

practical information was seen as being more open to listener interpretation and 

therefore easier to process. A clear example of this contrast in the students’ 

perceptions of intelligibility was given by Student 1. She compared lecture 3, 

which had a strong focus on management theory, including the evolution of 

capitalism, with lecture 5 which discussed changing workplace practices. 

 

Extract 4.6 

Interview 6 

Student 1 

 

 

 

for example one of the lecture [lecture 3] is talk about er (7) 

how the new economy er development from ancient period 

and […] depend on religion development and finally it 

developed for the new economy (.) I think such er 

knowledge is more difficult er rather than like the Monday 

lecture [lecture 5] is talk about er (9) is like the site for the 

future work environment […] what you think about is like 

more open question and let you to depend on your own 

knowledge 

 

Two of the students also thought that having prior knowledge changed how they 

listened to lectures. Although they did not specifically discuss the processing of 

input, they both explained that if they had existing subject knowledge, they 

moved from listening purely to understand the content, to listening so that they 

could combine the new information presented by the lecturer with their prior 

knowledge. Student 6 identified a section of lecture 2 about Enron, the same 

section of lecture discussed by Student 12 in Extract 4.2, as being more 

comprehensible as he had previously written an essay about this company. He 

described how his focus when listening was on identifying any differences 

between the lecture content and his existing knowledge. 
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Extract 4.7 

Interview 4 

Student 6 

 

 

 

I have to mention that the second assignment in the Course 

X (.) I wrote this subject (.) I wrote the Enron so I know the 

basic knowledge (.) yes I know it in detail (.) so […] just 

listen to her explanation (.) and find if there is any difference 

between my understanding and she explanation 

 

Similarly, Student 15 said that he found a discussion about financial statements 

in lecture 2 easy to understand as he was familiar with this through his work, 

and described how the lecture content gave him new ideas. 

 

 Extract 4.8 

Interview 3 

JK 

Student 15 

 

 

 

why did you find this easy to understand 

because it's er our practice and the main idea of our work 

actually (.) that we [accountants] should present something 

understandable and er useful for everyone […] so I found it 

er you know (.) opening er new ideas to me and thinking 

about it er you know as she was talking about it and you 

know giving er you know some information about it and er 

some ideas (.) so I found it good actually and interesting (.) 

and easy actually to understand 

  

The final point related to the impact of the lecture content on their 

comprehension raised by the students, was the impact of reading about the 

topic before a lecture. Four of the five lecturers observed assigned either 

articles or sections of textbooks for students to read before their lectures. All the 

students thought that they should do the pre-reading before a lecture, and many 

students made a positive link between doing pre-lecture reading and improved 

lecture comprehension as they thought it increased their subject knowledge. 

Student 11’s comments below demonstrate typical student thoughts regarding 

the benefits of reading relevant material before a lecture, but also exemplify 

how difficult the students found this.  
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Extract 4.9 

Interview 5 

JK 

Student 11 

 

 

 

 

but can you say why you think your listening is better  

because um actually for this lecture er I read (.) books and 

article (.) I had an idea about that [the lecture content] […] er 

it was easy (.) to catch some point […] the first semester 

generally I didn't er read some articles (.) because it was 

really hard for me (.) er I couldn't understand some er 

sometimes (1) some er articles (.) but er this term (.) I'm 

trying to read er (1) some of the articles and some books (.) 

so it's really helpful to er understand (.) er because I can 

guess (.) what will going on (.) er she or he will say 

something (.) yeah it's easy to focus on [the lecture content] 

 

Although the students thought there was a benefit to doing pre-lecture reading, 

throughout interviews 3 to 6, all the students thought that reading academic 

texts was either challenging, or boring, or both. This perception was particularly 

striking in interview 3, the first interviews carried out after students had started 

their master’s courses. In this round of student interviews, I asked a general 

opening question about how students were finding their academic course. The 

first comments made by over half of the students were about problems with 

reading academic texts. Students particularly commented that it took them a 

long time to do the assigned reading due to a gap between their language 

ability and the language used in the texts. For example, Student 1 discussed 

how long it took her to do what she thought was an overwhelming amount of 

reading. 

  



115 
 

Extract 4.10 

Interview 3 

Student 1 

 

 

 

yes because every week we need to read many article and 

is not just for one subject (.) it's for four subject (.) and I think 

that's too many for me because if I need to read one article 

it's about thirty page (.) I think it takes my two days (.) and 

even so (.) because it's too many er article I need to prepare 

this before lecture so I can't uh (.) only read once and even I 

can't understand the context but I need to go to a lecture (.) 

so I think it's little bit confusing for us prepare this 

 

In order to cope with the amount of reading they had to do, the main strategy 

used by students was to read only the abstract, or the abstract, introduction and 

conclusion. However, students also generally thought that this selected reading 

did not give them enough information to improve their lecture comprehension. 

For example, in interview 3, Student 12 explained that reading the abstract 

helped her to understand the background to the lecture, as the abstract 

contained the key points of the article. However, she also thought that she did 

not understand the lecture because she had not read the full article. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



116 
 

Extract 4.11 

Interview 3 

JK 

Student 12 

 

JK 

12 

JK 

12 

JK 

12 

JK 

12 

 

 

 

did you read the whole article 

no no no just a little so I think it's main reason that I didn't 

understand her 

which parts of the article did you read 

er the [indicates abstract] 

the abstract 

yeah 

did you read anything else 

and er first sentence […] 

why did you only read the abstract and the first sentence  

um because abstract it just help me to know the background 

of the lecture (.) and the article is too long so I should grab 

some key point […] 

 

Student 12 was trying to be strategic with her reading but failing, possibly 

because she did not have a clear purpose for reading the article, but also 

because she could not keep up with the amount of reading that she was 

expected to do. This, in turn, impacted on her lecture comprehension. The 

academic lecturers’ reasons for assigning pre-lecture reading will be outlined in 

Chapter 5.  

 

4.2.2. Vocabulary 

Throughout all six interviews, when asked about their biggest problems 

understanding lectures, students frequently used phrases like ‘technical 

vocabulary’, ‘specialist vocabulary’, or ‘academic vocabulary’ to refer to 

vocabulary which they did not understand. For example, in interview 6, Student 

8 clearly expressed the perception that insufficient vocabulary was still one of 

the main problems which he had understanding academic lectures. He 

compared the issues caused by his lack of vocabulary knowledge to the 

academic skills, such as note-taking or listening for signposting language, which 

he had been taught as part of the Course X listening strand.  
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Extract 4.12 

Interview 6 

JK 

 

 

Student 8 

 

 

 

 

do you think that the speaking and listening classes on 

Course X helped you to understand the lectures on your 

academic course 

um (7) I think it's have some help to understand but it's er 

different er because er on Course X course we just learn the 

skills and some er and do some exercise er but in our 

lecture I think it's quite difficult because (4) the vocabularies 

and some (2) er meaning or something you can't understand 

but er it's not your skills problem (.) it's er maybe you didn't 

know the knowledge or some vocabulary so you can't 

understand the teacher so I think it's quite difference 

 

As can be seen from Student 8’s quote above, the students’ comments about 

their subject knowledge and their vocabulary were often closely connected. This 

is to be expected, as if students do not have specialist language related to their 

field, they will be unable to engage with the knowledge (Bond, 2020, Charles 

and Pecorari, 2015, Woodward-Kron, 2008). In addition, their comprehension 

problems may have been caused by not understanding the complexity of ideas 

attached to some of the terms used (Macaro, 2019). For example, Student 1 

explained that she had difficulty hearing the difference between the words 

‘induction’ and ‘deduction’ but then went on to say that actually she was not 

clear what the concepts of induction and deduction were. She wanted to ask her 

lecturer about them but did not have enough knowledge to formulate a question. 

 

Extract 4.13 

Interview 5 

Student 1 

 

 

 

yeah it's like erm induction and deduction (.) it's quite similar 

[in pronunciation] (@@) so I mix some new vocabulary […] 

but actually I want to say to teacher about that […] it's just I 

can't understand the whole thing so I don't know how I can 

(xxxx) [ask] my question  
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The comprehension factors discussed in this section were coded as issues 

connected with new vocabulary, rather than a more general inability to apply 

meaning to the content, which was discussed in Section 4.2.1, or a failure to 

recognise vocabulary which had previously been learnt, which will be discussed 

in Section 4.2.3. Although four of the seven students had an undergraduate 

degree in business, economics, or accounting and finance, these were 

completed in the students’ L1, and the students frequently thought that they had 

comprehension problems because they did not have adequate subject-specific 

vocabulary, or only knew related vocabulary in their L1. The benefit of having 

already studied a topic in English was highlighted by Student 15, who found that 

his existing accounting vocabulary helped him with his comprehension of the 

accountancy content of lectures.   

 

Extract 4.14 

Interview 5 

Student 15 

 

 

 

[I have] a good vocabulary about accounting words so I can 

understand everything (.) because I studied accounting in 

English before (.) for about seven months (.) so it was 

actually clear to me and I think I hadn't faced any problem 

with this lecture  

 

In addition to their comments associated with understanding subject-specific 

vocabulary, students also identified that more general academic words were 

sometimes problematic. Words such as strategy, sustainability, orientated, 

vehicle (i.e. as a means of doing something) and hierarchy were all identified by 

students as unknown words, even though all of these words appear on the 

Academic Word List (AWL), a list of 570 frequently occurring word families in 

academic texts (Coxhead, 2000), and are not unusual for academic texts. As 

Course X was predominantly a skills-based course, it did not systematically 

teach any AWL vocabulary and students would probably have only learnt these 

words if they had studied the AWL autonomously. Student 1 explained the 

problem she had understanding hierarchy and her inability to check the 

meaning as she did not know the correct spelling of the word until she 

encountered it in an academic article. 
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Extract 4.15 

Interview 3 

Student 1 

 

 

 

I don't understand the vocabulary er for example the 

hierarchy and in the accountability last week I can't 

understand what is hierarchy […] and I search in the 

dictionary try to spell this word (.) and firstly I spell it like high 

because it's er (xxxx) is also hierarchy yeah (.) but I say oh 

maybe it's talk about the fluctuation […] but after I read the 

[material] for another lecture I find hierarchy (.) it's hierarchy 

(.) this word I think eh it's talk about maybe it's this word not 

this word […] so finally I understand this word (.) actually it's 

not the thing I think before 

 

As can be seen from Student 1’s comment, and as will also be seen in Student 

6’s comment in extract 4.17 below, when students encountered unknown 

vocabulary, they sometimes made inaccurate deductions about the meaning of 

the word. However, this was very infrequently mentioned as a factor affecting 

comprehension, possibly because students were usually unaware that they had 

guessed the wrong meaning.   

 

The final category of vocabulary which students thought was problematic was 

low-frequency or informal vocabulary items. In the IELTS speaking and writing 

descriptors, use of less-common and idiomatic lexis only appears at band 7.0 

and above (British Council, n.d) and therefore these students, who had the 

equivalent of IELTS 6.5, were possibly less likely to be aware of some of the 

low-frequency lexis used by the lecturers. For example, in interview 6, Students 

6 and 11 both discussed a problem with the use of the word skimpy in lecture 5. 

In this lecture, Lecturer 5 described how the world of work may look in the future 

but that there was a lack of evidence to support those ideas, using the phrase 

‘skimpy empirical evidence’. Student 11 understood the phrase ‘empirical 

evidence’ but suggested that the use of the adjective skimpy completely 

blocked her understanding of the input and she was unable to guess its 

meaning. In contrast, Student 6 attempted to guess the meaning of skimpy but 

actually suggested an antonym.  
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Extract 4.16 

Interview 6 

Lecturer 

(section of 

lecture 

replayed in 

interview) 

Student 11 

 

 

 

JK 

11 

JK 

11 

 

11 

 

 

 

[following discussion about future economies]  

we're being asked to believe this basically on the basis of 

rather skimpy empirical evidence (.) as well as some oddly 

(.) fantastic notions about what organisations might be 

 

yeah he mentions new economic emergency and also I think 

the (4) give working er (3) he said working different kinds of 

organisations yeah (5) but have no idea (.) I have no general 

idea (.) because he says skimpy 

do you know what skimpy means 

no I don't know 

ok what do you think skimpy means 

oh I don't know  

[section of lecture replayed] 

I think content is really hard (.) really believe me because I 

have no idea about skimpy (2) it's really hard for me 

 

After hearing the same section of lecture transcribed in extract 4.16, this was 

Student 6’s response: 

 

Extract 4.17 

Interview 6 

Student 6 

JK 

6 

JK 

6 

JK 

6 

JK 

6 

 

 

skimpy (.) this word I can't understand 

skimpy (.) you don't know the meaning of it 

yeah 

what do you think skimpy might mean 

lots of 

the opposite 

the opposite 

yeah so skimpy means there's not very much of it 

ok ok I don't know this word 
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Although the vocabulary which caused students’ comprehension problems 

could be divided into three groups: subject-specific, academic, and low-

frequency, when sections of the lectures were replayed during the interviews, it 

often became apparent that a student found a section of lecture difficult to 

understand not because of one problem, but because a number of cognitive 

lexical search issues came together. For example, in extract 4.18 below, 

Student 3 first has a problem with the word ship because he mishears it as 

sheep. Next, he does not understand Merrill Lynch as he has not heard of this 

organisation. Then, he forgets the meaning of the word deal, and finally he does 

not know the meaning of collateral.  
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Extract 4.18 

Interview 4 

Lecturer 

(section of 

lecture 

replayed in 

interview) 

JK 

Student 3 

JK 

3 

JK 

 

3 

JK 

 

3 

JK 

 

3 

JK 

3 

JK 

3 

JK 

3 

 

 

 

3 

JK 

3 

JK 

3 

 

 

 

and it was making things look like money was coming in when in 

fact money was going out (.) ok so with the big investment banks 

they had these deals that they would have a loan from Merrill 

Lynch (.) and give a ship as a collateral for the loan  

 

do you understand what she's saying 

what is shep 

ship (.) i think she means a 

                                         [animal 

no no that's a sheep (.) i think she means a ship on the water like 

a boat 

like a boat (.) oh oh (@) s h i p no s h e e p 

yeah 

[section of lecture replayed] 

yes what's Merrill Lynch (.) Merrill Lynch (.) what is Merrill Lynch 

uh Merrill Lynch is the name of a company 

[section of lecture replayed] 

the deal d a l (.) d e a l deals 

deals 

deal deal what is deal (.) i forgot (.) deal (.) aim 

no 

deal (.) deal with (xxxx) deal (.) d a l 

deal (.) she's using it as a noun 

noun (5) oh if her if she speak deal with [with the same 

pronunciation as JK] I can understand (.) deal (.) oh deal [looks it 

up in dictionary] in the process (.) oh transaction 

[section of lecture replayed] 

collateral 

collateral 

collat (.) 2 words or one word 

one word collateral 

one word (.) how to spell 
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At this point in the interview, Student 3 tried to look up collateral in a dictionary 

on his phone but could not find a meaning and I had to gloss the word for him. 

He then went on to describe his lack of vocabulary as ‘a catastrophe’.  

 

During the interviews, the students usually categorised all the types of problems 

which Student 3 encountered under the umbrella term of vocabulary, and 

individual issues only emerged when sections of lectures were replayed.  

 

4.2.3 Input decoding 

This sub-theme groups together a number of issues that were likely to have 

been caused by students’ inability to decode the acoustic input into words that 

could then be used to create meaning. Firstly, lecturer pronunciation or accent 

were frequently mentioned by the students as a factor which affected lecture 

comprehension. All the students thought that a lecturer’s accent impacted on 

comprehension but they usually found it difficult to pinpoint why the accent was 

problematic. Students did make occasional references to unusual pronunciation 

of specific words or to the speed of delivery possibly being connected with the 

lecturer’s L1. However, the students did not express a preference for any 

particular accent; they had British, European and Asian lecturers, and instead 

thought that lectures were easier to understand if the lecturer spoke slowly and 

clearly, no matter what the accent. When individual sections of lectures were 

replayed in the interviews, it also emerged that students often used the terms 

‘pronunciation’ and ‘accent’ to describe problems they had with word level 

processing of a lecturer’s speech. As described in Chapter 2, when a listener 

hears sounds, they need to be able to segment those sounds into words, 

identify which word those sounds represent, and then associate a meaning to 

the word. These processes happen automatically and simultaneously, and are 

therefore unlikely to be accessible to introspection (Goh, 1999), which possibly 

led to the students’ tendency to categorise comprehension problems as issues 

understanding a lecturer’s pronunciation or accent. For example, in interview 

six, two issues came together to hinder Student 12’s understanding of a section 

of lecture 5, yet she described both as a problem with the lecturer’s accent. As 

can be seen in extract 4.19, firstly, Student 12 does not recognise the word 
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allocate when she hears it. Although the lecturer had an Italian accent, allocate 

was pronounced /æləʊkeɪt/ with no unusual features. Secondly, Student 12 

becomes confused about the phrase same amount. Whilst the lecturer possibly 

gave more stress to the beginning of the phrase / ðə ‘seɪməmaʊnt/ than would 

normally be expected, it is more likely that the catenation of the /m/ in same with 

the /ə/ at the start of amount caused confusion, as the student tried to match the 

sounds to one word, cinema, instead of to the two words same and amount. 
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Extract 4.19 

Interview 4 

Lecturer 

(section of 

lecture 

replayed in 

interview) 

Student 12 

Both 

12 

 

12 

JK 

12 

 

12 

JK 

 

12 

 

JK 

12 

JK 

12 

Both 

12 

 

 

so in this case accounting treatment that we use is straight 

line method so we allocate the same amount both years  

 

 

 

allocate same amount (.) what is 

(@@) 

allocate 

[section of lecture replayed] 

at locate 

no can you hear the end of the sentence 

uh of the year (@) but before what is allocate cinema or 

[section of lecture replayed] 

cinema (.) um I don't know 

ok she says (.) we allocate (.) do you know this word 

allocate 

allocate (.) no 

[JK writes word down and shows it to student] 

this word (.) allocate 

oh yeah such as arrange (.) yeah allocate the (xxxx) 

the same amount 

same am- oh same amount ah 

(@@) 

ok maybe the accent 

 

Throughout the interviews, there were other examples in which students could 

not understand a section of lecture due to similar decoding problems, although 

the students expressed the problem as their failure to understand pronunciation 

or accent.  

 

The students did identify two specific lower-level processing issues which they 

thought impacted on their lecture comprehension. The first was their ability to 
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process features of connected speech. Although they did not use the term 

connected speech, several students gave examples which made it clear that 

connected speech was the problem which they were describing. For example, 

Student 3 differentiated between speed of input and clarity of speech, stating 

that it was weak forms and the connecting of words together which he found 

particularly problematic. 

 

Extract 4.20 

Interview 3 

JK 

 

 

3 

 

JK 

3 

 

 

 

 

do you think that if the words are being pronounced very 

clearly they are usually speaking slower than the other 

lecturers or just at the same speed but the speech is clearer  

same speed but but the content is easily to understand and 

er (2) no weak point (.) during the speaking 

no weak sounds 

yeah weak sounds or linkage (.) just like againagainagain no 

(.) again and again and again 

 

Although Student 3 thought that speed and clarity were not connected, other 

students made a connection between the speed of input and their increased 

likelihood of being unable to understand connected speech. Student 12 

(interview 4) said that lecturers who spoke quickly were more likely to use 

‘successive speech’ and then gave the example of ‘what’s up’ being 

pronounced /wɒzʌp/. Similarly, Student 6 (interview 3) explained that when 

Lecturer 1 wanted to make an important point she slowed down her speed, 

describing it as the lecturer saying two words, then another two words, then 

another two words, i.e. not incorporating features of connected speech. Student 

6 thought that this made it easier to understand the lecturer. Further student 

perceptions about the speed of input will be discussed later in this section. 

 

The second issue which some students were conscious of, was their inability to 

recognise words they had learnt, either because they only had a visual 

representation in their memory and did not know the pronunciation of a word, or 

because they had an incorrect sound representation stored in their memory. 
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The students also regularly reported that they could recognise more vocabulary 

visually than aurally. Some students thought that their failure to recognise words 

aurally was because L2 students usually learn new lexis by checking words in a 

dictionary rather than by hearing it. Student 6 explained how he thought this 

slowed down his aural processing, as he could not match sounds to a lexical 

meaning, and therefore he had to make more use of the context to understand 

the input. 

 

Extract 4.21 

Interview 4 

Student 6 

 

 

 

yes (.) my ears are unfamiliar with words […] um all my ears 

hear is the pronunciation (.) made by myself (.) it is wrong 

maybe so when native speak make a correct pronunciation I 

cannot link that pronunciation with the word (.) so I think I 

need to use the context to understand the word [...] so it's 

waste a lot of time and that makes me miss the following 

sentence 

 

Returning to speed of speech, all the students mentioned in at least one 

interview that if a lecturer spoke too quickly, it negatively affected their 

comprehension of the lecture. However, listener perceptions regarding speed of 

speech can be quite subjective. Each individual listener will have their own 

perception about whether the speech rate is fast or slow depending on 

individual internal factors, such as their language ability and their prior 

knowledge of the topic (Zhao, 1997). An L2 listener’s perception that a speaker 

is talking quickly may actually be caused by their brain’s inability to process 

second languages as quickly as their first language (Lynch, 1997, Snijders et 

al., 2007). For this reason, silent pauses in speech may be beneficial for L2 

listening as they provide the listener with more processing time (Blau, 1990, 

Sitler, 1997). The main issue which students identified with speed was that if 

lecturers spoke too quickly, the students either had no time to process the input, 

or did not have enough time to contextualise the information and fit it into their 

existing schema. As described in Section 4.2.1, the students identified that 
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processing academic subject content heard for the first time was more difficult 

than understanding content they had previously encountered, and students 

thought that this problem was compounded if the lecturer spoke quickly. The 

students’ comments about this issue were often very general rather than 

identifying specific concerns. However, three students thought that they had 

comprehension problems because they were still thinking about one idea when 

the lecturer had moved on to something else, as exemplified by Student 15’s 

quote below. 

 

Extract 4.22 

Interview 3 

JK 

 

Student 15 

 

 

you said that she speaks quite quickly (.) does that give you 

problems understanding her 

yeah especially the idea is quite complicated (.) so if I think 

(.) if she says something (.) and I catch it and start to think 

about it (2) and she moves on on the next ideas (.) I found 

myself […] lost because I'm thinking about this idea (.) and 

she just moved to the next idea so uh (2) especially as I said 

if she's fast (.) so I find myself like have so many ideas to 

think about and still struggling with this idea and try to just 

catch what she said after that 

 

The lectures observed were generally low on interaction and this was not 

identified as a main theme to discuss in the thesis. However, one student did 

suggest that a benefit of the lecturer asking questions of students was that it 

provided a pause in the lecture input, and therefore gave students more time to 

process the lecture content. 
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Extract 4.23 

Interview 3 

Student 1 

 

JK 

1 

 

 

she always er ask us some question so make the the speed 

of the lecture is not so quickly and intensive […]  

ok and so how does that help you understand the lecture 

er er I think because er I didn't answer question so another 

er mate answer question so I can take this time to (.) review 

the lecture previous talking about (.) maybe like take a break 

so I can understand the lecture 

 

From Student 1’s comment, it seems that whilst the students did not perceive 

interaction, or lack of interaction, within lectures as having a significant impact 

on their lecture comprehension, the students may well have benefitted from 

more pauses in lectures to allow time for cognitive processing.  

 

4.3. Multi-tasking in lectures 

This section will focus on the students’ perceptions regarding multi-tasking in 

lectures. During the thematic analysis, listening and reading a PowerPoint 

presentation or listening and writing notes were identified as key factors which 

the students thought impacted on their lecture comprehension. These two sub-

themes will be described in turn below. 

 

4.3.1 PowerPoint presentations 

In all the lectures observed, the spoken input was accompanied by a Microsoft 

PowerPoint presentation. No other presentation software was used, although 

Lecturer 4 displayed documents, such as company financial reports, which were 

accessed online during the lecture. All the students thought that trying to read 

and understand a PowerPoint presentation at the same time as listening was 

confusing and often impossible. Perceptions were the same whether the 

students had looked at the slides before the lecture, which only three students 

routinely did, or not. Student 15 expressed a common student perception that 

reading information on PowerPoint slides distracted from listening. 
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Extract 4.24 

Interview 3 

Student 15 

 

 

 

some PowerPoints they just er you know fill it with too much 

information (.) er which we just you know try to read this 

information and miss the lecturer 

 

A further issue identified by the students was that if slides contained a lot of 

text, for example, a quote from an article, some lecturers read the content 

aloud. There was a mixed response from students about whether this helped or 

hindered comprehension. Two students thought it helped comprehension, 

suggesting that it reduced the amount of input they had to deal with. However, 

other students expressed a preference for the lecturer talking around the slides, 

rather than reading the content, as they found the lecturer reading the slide 

content confusing. The main reasons given for this were that either the student 

read at a different pace to the lecturer and therefore became out of synch or, as 

discussed below by Student 6, the students could not identify when lecturers 

had stopped reading the slide and were talking more generally.  

 

Extract 4.25 

Interview 3 

Student 6 

 

 

 

when she read the content on the PPT that will (.) makes me 

(.) miss the key point of what she follow by this content […] 

because I don't (.) I do not familiar with this content (1) and 

she read about it and I try to understand (.) and there is no 

pause between the explanation and the reading (.) so when 

I just figure out what does it mean (.) and she began to um 

she began to say something around this PowerPoint (.) this 

slide and when I (1) when I find it oh I missed part of the 

content 

 

As the students thought that they could not competently process the spoken 

and visual input simultaneously, they generally made a choice to focus on one 

or the other. Only one student said that he tried to read and listen at the same 
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time, but this student thought that it was difficult to combine the two actions and 

commented that: 

 

Extract 4.26 

Interview 4 

Student 3 

 

 

 

uh I can't find the the relationship between the oral argument 

and the slides 

 

Most students thought that they spent more time reading than listening 

because, as explained below by Student 6, reading was easier than listening. In 

addition, as discussed in Section 4.2.3, students thought that they were 

generally able to recognise more language visually than aurally. 

 

Extract 4.27 

Interview 5 

Student 6 

 

 

 

it's more easy to me to understand what she said or she 

wrote on the PowerPoint and er (.) yes my reading skill is 

much better than listening skill and I'm more familiar with the 

word (.) with the word itself (.) the way of its spelling (.) 

maybe not familiar with it's pronunciation (.) so it is helpful 

 

Only two of the students seemed to have developed a more purposeful strategy 

for using the PowerPoint slides to support comprehension. Both of these 

students said that they routinely focused on listening but switched to reading the 

slides when their comprehension of the spoken input broke down, as illustrated 

in this quote from Student 11. 

 

Extract 4.28 

Interview 4 

Student 11 

 

 

 

I listen and sometimes I just look [at the PowerPoint] yeah 

this is this (.) if I don't understand er if I don't er heard er 

sentences er I might look yeah 
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The students also had perceptions about the content of the slides used in 

lectures.  Almost all the students thought that PowerPoint slides with a limited 

amount of text, or which were mainly pictures, aided aural comprehension more 

than slides with a large amount of text. This was because slides with bullet 

points had less language content to process and pictures could be understood 

without relying on L2. However, the students did think that there were some 

benefits to having words on the slides, as long as there were not too many of 

them. As described in Section 4.2.2, the students all thought that the amount of 

unknown vocabulary in lectures reduced their comprehension. The majority of 

students said that the PowerPoint slides helped them deal with this problem, as 

they could see new lexis on the slides and then check meaning in an L2 to L1 

dictionary. As Student 8 explained, if new lexis was only heard and not seen, 

then students found it difficult to check meaning. 

 

Extract 4.29 

Interview 4 

Student 8 

 

 

 

er in PowerPoint the word is very important and er (.) it er 

include a whole meaning of the lecture so I search words in 

the er the PowerPoint but when teacher er speaks some 

example and some (.) er some new words not in the 

PowerPoint so I don't know the meaning 

 

One of the main comprehension strategies used by the Chinese-speaking 

students was to translate vocabulary seen on PowerPoint slides during lectures, 

usually via a dictionary on their mobile phone. In contrast, Student 11, who was 

from Turkey, never mentioned that she translated in lectures and, in fact, 

suggested that switching between languages hindered her comprehension. 

Similarly, Student 15, who was from Saudi Arabia, said that he used a 

dictionary infrequently, although he had previously studied accountancy in 

English and, as has been already been discussed, appeared to have more 

subject-specific vocabulary than the other students. Whilst the students were 

usually provided with the PowerPoint slides before a lecture, only two of the 

Chinese-speaking students routinely looked at the slides and checked 

vocabulary before entering the lecture theatre. Both students complained that 
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slides were not always uploaded far enough in advance of a lecture to allow 

sufficient preparation, and both said that they also used translation via an 

electronic device within lectures to help with comprehension. The other students 

reported that they did not look at the slides before a lecture as they were too 

busy doing the assigned reading which, as discussed in Section 4.2.1, was very 

time-consuming.  

 

The main reason given by the students who had Chinese as an L1 for their 

frequent use of translation was that it helped them understand the content more 

quickly, more accurately and, in some instances, more deeply than if they only 

heard the information in English. In addition, as discussed in Section 4.2.1, all 

students thought that their lack of subject knowledge was a major barrier to 

lecture comprehension. The Chinese-speaking students therefore felt that 

reading about a concept in L1 gave them background information which they 

were missing. For example, Student 6 expressed common beliefs held by the 

Chinese-speaking students that checking a concept in Chinese in the lecture 

helped quickly understand the lecture content. 
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Extract 4.30 

Interview 6 

Student 6 

 

 

 

JK 

6 

 

JK 

6 

 

 

 

JK 

6 

 

 

sometimes I will check the knowledge on the Wikipedia (.) 

Chinese version of Wikipedia so I can more familiar with 

background (.) those theories or the background information 

of those research 

and you do that in the lecture 

yes sometimes in the lecture (.) sometimes during the 

breaks 

ok and do you find that helpful 

yes (3) maybe the Wikipedia is not very accuracy but it does 

help me er give me a background information and (3) and 

the so that will help me to understand what he taught in the 

lecture 

and why do you check it in Chinese and not in English 

oh I think (7) because I can understand Chinese in a short 

time so that I won't miss more content and I think that I can 

(.) understand more precisely in Chinese not in English (.) 

but also I know that the accuracy (.) I think (2) English 

version is accurate (.) more accurate than the Chinese 

version I think but I still check the Chinese version because I 

can understand in short time (.) yes so that does not (.) so I 

won't miss many sentence in the lecture 

 

Students also commented that using an English-only dictionary instead of 

looking for a translation introduced additional unknown vocabulary and 

therefore slowed down the process of obtaining meaning. For example, Student 

8 said that on Course X he had been advised to use an English-only dictionary, 

but he found that in reality this did not help his lecture comprehension as it just 

introduced more new vocabulary.  
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Extract 4.31 

Interview 4 

Student 8 

 

 

 

 

 

I find a problem is er when I use the English dictionary er (4) 

I I can (.) I still have some problem because the explaining 

still have some new words for me (.) so when I use this 

dictionary I can't er I can't know all the meaning about this 

word because one word have different  meaning so er I try 

to use it but I think er use Chinese dictionary is more easier 

so I decide to still use the Chinese dictionary  

 

The students who translated also thought that translating into L1 introduced 

additional comprehension problems. Student 15, who translated infrequently, 

described what he thought were common student actions within a lecture.  

 

Extract 4.32 

Interview 3 

Student 15 

 

 

 

 

 

sorry you ask me what makes me stop catching (.) 

sometimes the the vocabulary (.) sometimes we get new 

vocabulary so we stop (.) we don't understand what she's 

talking about (.) and everyone takes his mobile phone and 

try to get this (.) and sometimes the translation is not that 

clear so you have to translate again and go to another 

dictionary (.) so (.) you find yourself quite (.) you missed 

some part of the speech 

 

Most of the students who translated highlighted that using an electronic device 

to translate in a lecture was time-consuming and distracted them from listening 

to the lecturer, with only one student stating that they thought that they could 

translate and listen simultaneously. Translation, as with the use of PowerPoint 

slides more generally, therefore seems to have had both positive and negative 

impacts on the students’ lecture comprehension.  
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4.3.2. Note-taking 

The second multi-tasking sub-theme was associated with attempting to listen 

and write simultaneously. During the interviews, the students raised a large 

number of points about the process of note-taking and deciding what to write 

down. However, many of these points were not directly linked to note-taking 

affecting comprehension of the lecture content but, conversely, that the 

students could not make notes if they did not understand the content. Student 

15 expressed a common view amongst the students. 

 

Extract 4.33 

Interview 5 

Student 15 

 

 

 

I can't take notes when I'm not understanding (.) this is 

actually a problem 

 

Given the limited space in this thesis, this section will only focus on student 

comments which indicated that taking notes either assisted or hindered lecture 

comprehension, rather than the opposing situation where comprehension of the 

lecture affected note-taking.  

 

All of the students reported that the main comprehension problem posed by 

note-taking in lectures was that they found it impossible to listen and write at the 

same time. This negatively affected comprehension as they missed sections of 

the lecture whilst writing. The quotes below from Student 1 and Student 8 are 

typical of the comments made. 

 

Extract 4.34 

Interview 6 

JK 

 

Student 1 

so in the lecture (.) what kind of things stop you from 

understanding what the lecturer is saying 

maybe if I make some note (3) and if the lecturer (2) is er is 

already change to another sector (.) I think I will miss it and 

because this time I will try to remember what I want to make 

a note and I will miss some part for the new sector 
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Extract 4.35 

Interview 4 

Student 8 

 

 

when I listen them [lecturers] (.) er er (.) I just want to er 

write something (.) er when I write something I I can't still 

listen (.) er so if I miss one part or two part I will very (.) 

upset and er so I can't er make my focus on it 

 
 

However, as their master’s courses progressed, most students thought that 

their note-taking became more purposeful because they moved away from 

trying to record everything, and towards making notes about links to 

assessments, things that interested them, or their own ideas about the topic. 

Usually this meant that the amount of notes taken decreased, potentially 

reducing the problem caused by simultaneous listening and writing. For 

example, Student 12 expressed typical student comments about becoming 

more selective in her note-taking.  

 

Extract 4.36 

Interview 4 

Student 12 

 

 

 

at the beginning I will write down every words (.) I want to 

catch every words and now I just write down some key 

words 

 

Some students also thought that the amount of notes they took decreased as 

the amount of knowledge they had about the topic increased. Student 15 went 

into detail about this, explaining that once he understood concepts, he did not 

need to write an explanation of those concepts in his notes, thus reducing his 

note-taking.   
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Extract 4.37 

Interview 4 

Student 15 

 

 

 

I know know the the (2) content (.) I know what she's talking 

about (3) so I can now er (3) write less notes than before so 

I just (.) I don't concentrate too much on writing the notes or 

writing complete notes about what she's talking about […] 

for example I understand the special purpose entities (.) er I 

don't need to write the definition and all these things 

because I know what does it mean and what she's talking 

about so my notes became (.) just quite less and 

concentrated on the uh main points that I er understand 

 

The main comprehension benefit which students attributed to note-taking was 

that it helped them to remember key points, things that interested them, or 

points that they thought might be relevant for an assignment or exam. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, note-taking can assist with learning as it provides a 

written record which can be reviewed later (Di Vesta and Gray, 1972). However, 

note-taking may also have an encoding effect, helping learners to make 

connections between the input and their existing knowledge (Di Vesta and 

Gray, 1972). Usually, it was clear from their comments that the students thought 

that the notes provided an external store of information which they could refer 

back to. Student 11, for example, said that she reviewed her previous notes 

later to remind her of the previous lecture’s content.  

 

Extract 4.38 

Interview 5 

Student 11 

 

 

 

I need to write [notes] er even if I don't understand during 

the lecture (.) after the lecture er while I was looking my 

notes I can understand (.) oh yeah I didn't understand during 

the lecture but now yeah I can get (.) yeah I get this is this 

and also (.) er for my assignments and the exams it's really 

useful 
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However, she was the only student who said that she routinely reviewed her 

notes and she did not appear to do this consistently. In interview 6, Student 11 

said that she only reviewed her notes sometimes, although she did not 

elaborate on why this was.  

 

Occasionally, in interviews five and six, students made comments which 

suggested that their note-taking within the lecture had encoding benefits for 

them. However, these comments were usually quite vague. For example, in 

extract 4.39, Student 6 indicates that he was not just recording what the lecturer 

said. 

 

Extract 4.39 

Interview 5 

Student 6 

 

 

 

um (3) it's help me to remember it (.) to remember the 

knowledge (.) and sometimes the inspiration what I got (.) 

what I thought at that time 

 

One student also made a link between listening to Semester 2 lectures and 

making notes that could help her with the content of her dissertation, again 

suggesting that the notes were about her interpretation of the input rather than 

simply transcribing what the lecturer said. 

 

Extract 4.40 

Interview 5 

JK 

Student 1 

 

 

 

and why do you take notes in the lectures 

er (4) because I have the final test is to write about 

dissertation so it's that sometime I will take note is not just 

about the lecture I did er I do now (.) maybe I can find some 

idea it's about the topic of my dissertation (.) so I will take 

note for that 

 

Copies of example student notes can be found in Appendix 11. The cognitive 

challenges associated with note-taking for L2 students will be discussed further 

in Chapter 6.  
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4.4. Chapter summary 

This chapter has discussed the findings in relation to research question one. 

The data relevant to the themes and sub-themes identified during the thematic 

analysis was reported theme-by-theme, focusing on the responses of the 

students in order to create a description of students’ perceptions. Although the 

students identified a multitude of factors as impacting on comprehension, these 

have been narrowed to two main themes: processing aural input and 

multitasking in lectures. However, the comments in this chapter highlight the 

complexity of lecture comprehension for the students, and that there are many 

interconnected factors which they perceive as influencing their understanding of 

the lecture content. For example, if the students did not have enough subject 

knowledge or vocabulary to understand the spoken content, they read the 

PowerPoint slides. However, if the students did not understand the language on 

the PowerPoint slides, some progressed to reading about concepts in L1 on an 

electronic device, and thus stopped listening to the lecturer. In addition, the 

student comments indicate that they found just processing the aural input 

cognitively challenging, and that combining listening with additional tasks such 

as reading or writing was often cognitively impossible. In the next chapter, the 

findings in relation to research questions 2 and 3 will be discussed in line with 

the same themes and sub-themes. Connections between the participants’ 

perceptions and existing research, along with the implications for both EAP and 

higher education pedagogy will then be discussed in Chapter 6.  
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Chapter 5 

Research Findings 2 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter will consider the findings in relation to research questions two and 

three. 

 

Research Question 2: How do these students’ perceptions regarding the 

factors which affect their lecture comprehension change from their entry into 

the university as a pre-sessional EAP student to the end of the taught input 

on their master’s programmes? 

 

Research Question 3: How are these students’ perceptions of the factors 

which affect their lecture comprehension similar or different to those of EAP 

tutors who teach on the pre-sessional EAP course and the academic 

lecturers who teach on their master’s programmes? 

 

As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, two clear themes: processing aural input and 

multi-tasking in lectures, and five associated sub-themes were identified during 

the thematic analysis. In this chapter, the changes in student perceptions 

related to those themes and sub-themes will be discussed, followed by a 

comparison of the students’ perceptions with those of the EAP tutors and the 

academic lecturers.  

 

5.2. Changes in student perceptions over time 

The original intention of research question 2 was to consider changes in student 

perceptions from their entry onto Course X in July 2015, to the end of their 

postgraduate taught input in April 2016. However, during the thematic analysis I 

identified that there were more significant changes in student perceptions 

between the interviews conducted whilst students were attending Course X 
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(interviews one and two) and those conducted once the students had moved on 

to their master’s courses (interviews three to six), than there were if the 

interviews were considered in sequence from interview one to interview six. 

There were also some changes in student perceptions between interview three 

and interviews five and six, although these were less distinct than the changes 

which occurred when students moved from the pre-sessional course to their 

master’s courses. This section will first compare the students’ perceptions in 

interviews one and two with those prevalent in interviews three to six. It will then 

outline changes in students’ perceptions from the beginning of their master’s 

programmes (interview three) to the end of the taught input (interview six).  

 

5.2.1. Comparison between student perceptions during interviews one 

and two and those in interviews three to six  

The similarities and differences between the students’ perceptions in interviews 

one and two and their perceptions in interviews three to six were identified in 

two ways. Firstly, the students were asked in interview one to predict the 

problems which they might have understanding their academic lectures. 

Secondly, during the thematic analysis, I compared the coding of interview 

responses from interviews one and two with the coding of later interviews to 

identify similarities and differences in the types of response.  

 

In interview one, all the students predicted that either the lecture content or the 

subject-specific vocabulary would have a negative effect on their lecture 

comprehension although, unlike in later interviews, none of the students 

connected the two. None of the other themes and sub-themes reported in 

Chapter 4 were raised by students as being likely to affect their comprehension 

of their master’s lectures. Several students mentioned that they had a lack of 

existing knowledge about either management ‘concepts’ (Students 1 and 11: 

interview 1) or management ‘theories’ (Student 3: interview 1), whilst 

approximately half the students thought that there would be a lot of unknown 

vocabulary in their academic lectures. For example, both Student 6 and Student 

15 commented that they felt they needed more management vocabulary. 

However, as illustrated in the extracts below, Student 6 thought that he should 
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learn more vocabulary autonomously, while Student 15 thought that his subject-

specific vocabulary would improve quickly once he started attending lectures.  

 

Extract 5.1 

Interview 1 

JK 

 

Student 6 

 

 

 

is there anything else (.) you think you will find difficult about 

understanding (.) the management lectures 

oh yes (.) academic wor oh er the vocabulary (2) um (3) 

according to my experience (2) um (.) the academic (2) the 

professional vocabulary are different to the normal 

vocabulary (1) they are different in meaning (1) yes (2) um I 

think I need to study more vocabulary bout the management 

 

 

Extract 5.2 

(Combined 

interview 1 + 

2) 

JK 

 

Student 15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

what do you think will be difficult about understanding the 

lectures in the School of Management  

[…] I think I'm gonna struggle with some vocabularies (.) but 

I think it it it's gonna be ok because it's a long term classes 

[…] for example (.) in the management level (.) so I'm gonna 

improve in the management vocabulary or in management 

English (.) er which needs I think a short time to just catch 

up with this environment 

 

Despite these perceptions that new vocabulary would be problematic in their 

academic lectures, only one of the students said that they were actively doing 

something to improve either their subject knowledge or their vocabulary. This 

student, Student 11, had enrolled with Coursera, an organisation that provides 

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), which allowed her to watch lectures 

about management topics online in English. However, in interview three she 

stated that the main benefit which she had gained from this was not increased 
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subject knowledge or vocabulary, but instead an understanding of how difficult 

listening to subject-specific lectures would be.  

 

In interviews one and two, the students were also asked about the factors 

affecting their listening comprehension on Course X. As described in Chapter 1, 

most of the listening tasks on Course X involved listening to short recorded 

texts so the students’ listening experiences were not directly comparable to 

master’s level lectures. However, one of the aims of Course X was to prepare 

students for listening to academic lectures, and the degree to which this may 

have been successful or not will be discussed in Chapter 6. This section will 

report only on the students’ perceptions regarding their comprehension of the 

Course X listening texts. The first point to note about changes in students’ 

perceptions is that in interviews one and two, the students were usually quite 

brief in their answers, and often grouped different problems together quite 

generally. A typical example of this is Student 12’s comment below, in which 

she mentions concentration, vocabulary and speed together in one brief 

comment. 

 

Extract 5.3 

Interview 1 

Student 12 

 

 

 

sometimes I can't concentrate on the topic all the time and 

sometimes he talk about some vocabulary I don't 

understand um yeah sometimes he speak too fast I can't 

follow him 

 

In comparison, in interviews three to six, the students were more likely to 

expand their answers and to give examples, as can be seen from the extracts in 

Chapter 4. This may have been because the students were talking about 

specific lectures in later interviews, and therefore had distinct listening 

experience to discuss. It is also likely that as the students became more familiar 

with me, and I with them, the increased trust and rapport between us led to 

more probing in my questions and more depth in the answers provided (Earthy 

et al., 2016, Grinyer and Thomas, 2012). In addition, the process of attending 
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the interviews and discussing comprehension may have increased students’ 

metacognitive awareness of the factors affecting their comprehension, although 

it is outside the scope of this research to confirm this.  

 

The main similarities between the students’ perceptions about the factors which 

affected their comprehension of the Course X listening texts and their 

perceptions in later interviews, were that the majority of students thought that 

their lack of vocabulary knowledge, and the pronunciation or accent of the 

speaker both impacted on their listening comprehension. However, in interviews 

one and two, the students were less detailed about the types of vocabulary 

which caused them problems than in later interviews. For example, Student 12 

(interview 2) mentioned a problem with ‘some academic words’ and Student 1 

(interview 2) made reference to ‘specific or professional vocabulary’, whereas in 

later interviews the students gave examples of more specific vocabulary 

problems, as detailed in Section 4.2.2. In line with the later interviews, the 

student comments about pronunciation and accent in interviews one and two 

were generally quite vague, and as discussed in Section 4.2.3, it may have 

been that ‘accent’ and ‘pronunciation’ were used by the students to encompass 

other problems with lower-level decoding of the input. There was, however, one 

significant difference between the student comments about accent in interviews 

1 and 2, compared with those in interviews 3 to 6.  Whilst attending Course X, 

several students said that their biggest problem when listening was British or 

‘native’ accents, whilst in the later interviews the students made little reference 

to the nationality of the speakers, and were more focused on speed of speech 

and clarity. The prevalence of comments about English as L1 speaker accents 

during interviews 1 and 2 is likely to be because just over eighty-five per cent of 

the listening texts used on Course X were voiced by speakers with English as 

L1. In contrast, as already mentioned in Chapter 4, during their master’s 

programmes the students had lecturers from several different countries and, in 

fact, only one of the five lecturers observed for this thesis spoke English as their 

L1.  

 

The other factor affecting comprehension which was mentioned by most 

students across all six interviews was their inability to listen and make notes at 
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the same time. This suggests that students’ ability to listen and write 

simultaneously did not improve over time. For example, Student 1 and Student 

15 both expressed similar views whilst attending Course X and in interview six.  

 

Extract 5.4 

Interview 2 

Student 1 

 

 

 

if er the lecture keep going and I just at the moment and I try 

to understand and write down the notes (.) it's always have a 

gap [in listening] that make me confused 

 

 

 Extract 5.5 

Interview 6 

JK 

 

Student 1 

 

so in the lecture (.) what kind of things stop you from 

understanding what the lecturer is saying 

maybe if I make some note (3) and if the lecturer (2) is er is 

already change to another sector (.) I think I will miss it and 

because this time I will try to remember what I want to make 

a note and I will miss some part for the new sector 

 

 

 Extract 5.6 

(Combined 

interview 1 + 

2) 

Student 15  

 

 

 

you know from the beginning they said you have to listen to 

this lecture and take notes (1) I found it quite quite hard to 

follow the lecturer and as well as writing the note […] when 

we listen we have to concentrate (1) to (.) what the speaker 

says […] er the speaker is keeping speaking but we think 

about the er previous information to write it down so I just 

write one information then I miss the next one then when I 

finish writing I just try to catch the the other information  
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Extract 5.7 

Interview 6 

Student 15  I don't know actually whether it's (4) my ability or it's general 

to other students but (.) for me (3) if I (.) if I start writing (3) 

the lecturer should be quite slow and he just or she (4) give 

this comment (.) and stop and then I just er (.) when I just (.) 

start writing (.) but when I start writing (3) and he keeps on 

er explaining some points or other points (.) I won't be able 

to to to to take it (.) it's not about English (.) it's the same 

thing in in my language (.) either I write or I listen (.) this is er 

my I my point  

 
The main difference between the students’ perceptions in interviews one and 

two and their perceptions in later interviews, was that the other themes and sub-

themes which were described in Sections 4.2 and 4.3 were rarely discussed by 

students in the first two interviews. Few students mentioned lack of subject 

knowledge affecting their comprehension of the listening texts on Course X, 

with only two students making a direct link between not having studied the 

subject before and not understanding a listening text. These comments are 

shown in the extracts below. Student 6 identified that on Course X, the listening 

content may be from a different subject area to his previous study, whilst 

Student 11 commented that listeners need some prior knowledge about the 

topic to understand the input. 

 

Extract 5.8 

Interview 2 

Student 6 

 

 

 

sometimes I um just I don't study that field but they are 

professionals in that field (.) so I can't understand what he 

said 
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Extract 5.9 

Interview 1 

Student 11 

 

 

 

actually academic things is hard because for example 

before the lecture we should know what's going on and we 

should have an idea about that uh if we don't have any idea 

about the topic uh we couldn't catch some key words or 

some main ideas 

 
 

Similarly, compared to interviews three to six, when the use of PowerPoint 

slides was identified as a major factor affecting lecture comprehension, in 

interviews one and two, PowerPoint slides were rarely mentioned. This is 

probably because the listening texts on Course X were not accompanied by 

PowerPoint slides, although the students did attend two live lectures which had 

an associated PowerPoint presentation. The few students who did mention the 

impact of PowerPoint slides on their lecture comprehension raised similar 

issues to those identified by students in later interviews, either that it was 

difficult to listen and read simultaneously, or that the slides supported 

comprehension as they provide an alternative source of input when listening 

comprehension broke down. For example, Student 6 referred to the difficulty of 

multi-tasking in the first Course X live lecture, whilst Student 8 thought that 

PowerPoint slides supported his note-taking in the second live lecture, as he 

could copy vocabulary from the slides. 

 

Extract 5.10 

Interview 1 

Student 6 

 

 

 

the PPT er distract my (1) er distract my attention (1) 

because sometimes he show a new PPT (.) and then he 

speak something (.) I try to (2) understand (.) the PPT 

content and er his content at the same time (1) so multi-task 

are difficult (1) are difficult to me 
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Extract 5.11 

Interview 2 

Student 8 

 

 

 

some er important information is on the PowerPoint (.) you 

can uh see it and you can write down if you don't know er 

what er how to spell it 

 

A final difference in the student perceptions was that in the first two interviews, 

none of the students discussed the use of dictionaries or other translation tools 

to translate vocabulary from PowerPoint slides in order to improve their 

comprehension. Again, this is likely to be because only the two live lectures 

were supported by PowerPoint slides, and therefore students did not usually 

see any new vocabulary whilst listening to texts in the Course X lessons.  

 

5.2.2. Changes in student perceptions across interviews three to six 

The themes and sub-themes described in Chapter 4 were generally discussed 

consistently by students across interviews three to six, with few differences in 

students’ perceptions. However, in interviews five and six, the students were 

asked how they thought their lecture comprehension had changed, and all 

thought that their comprehension had improved. The students seemed to find it 

difficult to articulate why this was, and the exchange below with Student 8 is a 

typical example of a student who was unable to pinpoint exactly why his 

comprehension had improved. 

 

Extract 5.12 

Interview 6 

JK 

 

Student 8 

JK 

8 

 

 

 

why do you think it's [lecture comprehension] better than 

before 

uh because (@) (3) I dunno because the time 

what do you mean by the time 

um because um you have er spent some time to um (7) er 

how to say (7) I dunno (@) because time can cure 

everything [...] um spend more time on the course and study 

(2) so I think it's easy than before 
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The most consistently given reasons for changes in lecture comprehension 

were either increased subject knowledge or an improvement in subject-specific 

vocabulary. Several students thought that they could understand lectures better 

in Semester 2 because of one or both of these reasons, reiterating the 

importance of prior knowledge on lecture comprehension described in Section 

4.2.1. For example, Student 6 explained how his engagement with the lecture 

content had developed because the Semester 2 modules built on knowledge 

learnt in Semester 1. His comments about using previous input to understand 

lectures, and being able to think more critically about the content, indicate that 

the student was now better able to construct meaning from the input, i.e. apply 

higher-level cognitive aural processing, than earlier in the course. 

 

Extract 5.13 

Interview 5 

Student 6 

 

 

 

in last semester I think I just (.) I think I just understand the 

surface knowledge (.) i just accept (.) I cannot think whether 

I agree or not agree (.) disagree (.) yes in this semester the 

two course (.) this course and er another information system 

technology (.) that course (.) because of (.) A R C 

accountability representation that course (.) that module 

[taken in semester one] (.) I connected them together I can 

understand what teacher said and I can use my previous 

knowledge (.) acquired knowledge to understand and to 

make judgement whether I believe it or not […] last 

semester I have no idea I just accept it and just oh well he 

said it or this or that (.) but right now (.) I oh this part I agree 

with because what I thought (.) what I learnt (.) what I heard 

before is prove this part (.) I can say why it is right and then I 

think that's good 

 

Other students suggested a link between improved subject-specific vocabulary 

and improved subject knowledge when describing their changes in 

comprehension. For example, in the extract below, Student 12 implies that she 
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now understands the concepts of a balance sheet and an income statement 

rather than simply recognising the lexical terms. 

 

Extract 5.14 

Interview 5 

Student 12 

 

                                                                                                  

 

I know more technical words and I know what is balance 

sheet (.) what is income statement so when she talk about 

this one I can understand 

 

The final reason given by the students for increased lecture comprehension was 

increased familiarity with either the style of lectures in general, or with specific 

lecturers. A few students thought that they understood lectures better once they 

had become familiar with the lecturer, making comments such as: 

 

Extract 5.15 

Interview 6 

Student 12 

 

 

 

the tutor is the same as before [in Semester 1] so I know the 

style of him 

 

 

Extract 5.16 

Interview 4 

Student 15 

 

 

 

 

we just get used er to (2) to listen to his you know er er 

teaching I think (1) it became normal 

 

Other students thought that the listening became easier because they were 

more familiar with lectures in general, referring to having attended ‘lots of 

lectures’ (Student 11: interview 6) and becoming more ‘familiar with the er (4) 

the educational methods that the lecturer will taught to us’ (Student 12: 

interview 4). Only one student, Student 11, attributed some of the improvement 

in lecture comprehension to an improvement in her general English, which she 

said was due to spending time with ‘foreign friends’.   
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5.3. Comparison between student and EAP tutor 

perceptions 

In this section, each of the themes described in Chapter 4 will be discussed in 

turn but focusing on the perceptions of the EAP tutors interviewed. As an 

overview to this section, it should first be pointed out that there was generally a 

lack of consensus amongst the EAP tutors about the factors which might affect 

students’ lecture comprehension, which is perhaps surprising given that these 

tutors were tasked with equipping students with skills to listen to lectures. In 

fact, two of the tutors were forthright in saying that they did not know what 

affected students’ lecture comprehension and they were just guessing. One of 

those tutors, Tutor 3, was only teaching on his second EAP course and 

therefore his lack of knowledge might be expected. However the other tutor, 

Tutor 4, had approximately five years of EAP teaching experience and had 

taught on pre-sessional courses at four British universities. The tutors’ lack of 

knowledge about the factors affecting lecture comprehension, and the 

divergence between student and EAP tutor perceptions, will be discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 6. 

 

5.3.1. Processing aural input 

5.3.1.1. The lecture content 

Just over half of the EAP tutors held similar views to the students and thought 

that students might have comprehension problems due to a lack of subject 

knowledge. The tutors usually linked this to a perception that L2 students who 

took PGT courses in the School of Management had often not studied a related 

undergraduate degree, and thus had little transferable knowledge. However, 

none of the tutors directly discussed the possible effect of this on students’ 

ability to process the aural input, and any tutor comments that went beyond very 

general ideas were quite cautious and vague. Examples of this uncertainty in 

tutor perceptions can be seen in the two extracts below.  
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Extract 5.17 

Tutor 4 

 

 

um I'm (3) guessing and slightly er racially profiling as well 

(.) that um many of the Chinese students won't have the 

kind of sort of awareness of global financial issues (.) or 

business issues (3) um (2) that (1) maybe home students 

will have 

 

 

Extract 5.18 

Tutor 1 

 

 

maybe it's it's perhaps that they know these ideas (.) they 

know them in their own language and they could probably 

express these ideas in their own language but expressing it 

in English is quite perhaps beyond their linguistic abilities 

perhaps that's something to do with it [lack of 

comprehension] as well 

 

Tutor 5 and Tutor 8 were the only tutors who discussed the difficulties that 

students’ might have understanding the lecture content in any detail. Tutor 5 

thought that students may find it difficult to fit ideas together and gave quite a 

long description about how cognitively challenging it might be for L2 students in 

lectures. She was the only tutor interviewed who did not have English as a first 

language and she had also studied a postgraduate degree in English. Tutor 5 

was therefore possibly drawing on some of her own experiences, although she 

had clearly taken the time to discuss this with her students as well, as the 

extract below shows. 
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Extract 5.19 

Tutor 5 

 

for example a lot of them said this week that (2) I hear the 

words (.) I understand them separately (.) and I can't put it 

together (.) I don't understand what the sentence means (.) 

or I don't understand how sentences relate to each other (.) 

[…] a large part of the brain is actually just focusing on 

language (.) and then a third part of the brain is trying to to 

tackle the content (.) so trying to relate it to previous 

knowledge trying to understand how what the lecturer is 

saying is relevant to the reading they did prior to the lecture 

(.) um trying to follow the logic of um whatever the lecturer is 

saying 

 

Tutor 8 discussed L2 students’ cognitive listening processes in less detail than 

Tutor 5, but also showed some awareness that lower-level processing issues 

were likely to impact on L2 students’ ability to construct meaning from the input. 

 

Extract 5.20 

JK 

 

Tutor 8 

 

 

 

and how do you think that Course X students experience of 

lectures is different to that of home students 

(2) um I think it is being able to process the information 

which you're presented with (.) and […] like to be able to 

form your own opinion about something (.) or you're own 

ideas or for it to add to what (.) the knowledge which you 

already have and to mix it all together (.) I think is easier if 

it's in your language rather than a second language (.) um 

(2) because in a second language you're still processing the 

words (.) erm and (3) I suppose you haven't got to the 

thoughts bit yet  

 

Although there was some awareness amongst the EAP tutors that students may 

have reading to do before lectures, only two tutors thought that this may help 

with lecture comprehension. One of those tutors, Tutor 9, had previously 

worked as an academic lecturer and the other, Tutor 8, had recently completed 
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a master’s course. Tutor 8 drew on her own experiences to describe how she 

thought students’ experience on their academic course would be different to 

their experiences on Course X. 

 
Extract 5.21 

Tutor 8 

 

 

I think what they get on their courses if it's like my master’s 

course (.) they get the PowerPoint slides before the lecture 

(.) potentially which means that they can prepare quite a lot 

more than they do in any of our listening classes or um 

lectures which Course X organise (.) and they should have 

(2) more knowledge of the topic beforehand than what we 

kind of give them 

 
Unlike the students, who spoke a lot about the amount of reading they had to do 

and how difficult it was, none of the tutors mentioned that students may find 

reading academic texts problematic. However, this may have been because the 

interviews were focused on lecture comprehension and the EAP tutors may not 

have thought that students’ reading ability was relevant. 

 

5.3.1.2. Vocabulary 

The majority of the EAP tutors held similar views to the students about the 

impact of subject-specific vocabulary knowledge on lecture comprehension. In 

addition, in line with the student comments, the tutor comments about lack of 

subject-knowledge and lack of discipline-specific vocabulary, or what was often 

referred to by tutors as ‘terminology’, were often difficult to separate from each 

other. As with lack of subject-knowledge, the tutors often linked students’ lack of 

subject-specific vocabulary to the perception that students may not have 

studied the subject of their master’s course at undergraduate level. Only one 

tutor pointed out that, as the students’ undergraduate degrees were usually 

completed in L1, students may have little transferable subject-specific 

vocabulary even if they had completed a relevant first degree. However, this 

tutor thought that lecturers would ensure that key terms were explained, thus 

over-coming vocabulary problems. In the lectures I observed, and from the 
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students’ comments, it seems that this did not usually occur, or at least not in 

the explicit way that this tutor may have expected.  

 

Beyond the problems caused by subject-specific vocabulary, there was little 

mention by the tutors of the other types of vocabulary which the students 

perceived as problematic. None of the tutors mentioned that students might 

have a problem understanding general academic vocabulary, and only one tutor 

thought there may be a problem with low-frequency vocabulary, stating that 

lecturers may try to simplify content by using ‘colloquial English’ (Tutor 4) which 

the students may not understand. As outlined in Chapter 1, Course X had a 

predominantly skills-based syllabus with no systematic academic vocabulary 

development. When asked how Course X could be improved, only two of the 

tutors suggested including more vocabulary input. However, the EAP senior 

manager seemed particularly concerned with the skills-based focus of the 

course. 

 

Extract 5.22 

EAP Senior 

Manager 

 

 

my feeling is is that the pre-sessional courses (6) have 

drifted (4) a little too much towards (.) skills work (.) perhaps 

at the expense of language work […] it's almost as if (7) 

we've walked into an assumption […] where (.) you can 

teach skills (6) decoupled from language (6) and maybe you 

can but only if the language is there in the first place (.) you 

know it's a really obvious point but you know […] there is no 

skill of listening if you can't understand the words (.) and 

syntactically process the discourse 

 

Nonetheless, the senior manager also thought that because the students on 

Course X were going on to study in a range of different academic departments, 

it may be difficult to provide appropriate language input for all students on an 

English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP) course such as Course X. 
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Extract 5.23 

EAP Senior 

Manager 

 

 

the whole language thing you know (.) assumes that you 

can identify a kind of common set of (3) vocabulary and 

language which is (3) gonna be of assistance to all students 

regardless of their discipline (.) and again I don't know if 

that's true 

 

In contrast to the EAP tutors’ views, when the students were asked how Course 

X could be improved, several students thought that the course should be more 

subject-specific because, as explained by Student 8, this would help them 

improve their discipline-specific vocabulary.  

 

Extract 5.24 

Interview 6 

Student 8 

 

 

 

 

because er when you reading something relate to your 

major you can (.) like me I can er know some new words or 

some professional vocabulary (.) and er it can use er when 

we begin our course  

 

Issues related to developing pre-sessional English for Specific Academic 

Purposes (ESAP) courses, which may have more subject-specific content than 

an EGAP course, will be discussed in Chapters 6. 

 

5.3.1.3. Input decoding 

Corresponding to the students’ comments, the majority of the tutors thought that 

L2 students would have problems processing the input at word level, and most 

tutors identified at least one specific decoding problem which they thought 

students might have. However, the comments made were often quite general, 

with some tutors only making passing comments about the range of accents 

that students would be exposed to, or identifying that the speed of lecturer 

speech may be problematic. In addition, in contrast to the students, none of the 

tutors mentioned that L2 students may have difficulty understanding known 

vocabulary which they could recognise visually but not aurally.  
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The only decoding issue which the tutors discussed in any detail was 

understanding features of connected speech. Four of the tutors either explicitly 

stated that students may have problems understanding connected speech in 

lectures, or thought that students’ lecture comprehension could be improved by 

including more tasks on Course X which helped students to identify weak forms 

and elision. Course X only had one section of one lesson which covered 

features of connected speech. The tutors who mentioned connected speech as 

a factor affecting lecture comprehension spoke about it in more detail, and with 

more confidence, than any of the other processing aural input sub-themes. For 

example, Tutor 4 thought that EAP students are generally not aware of what 

connected speech is and the impact it has on pronunciation.   

 
 

Extract 5.25 

Tutor 4 

 

 

I think connected speech is a big thing actually (.) I think that 

is they’re [referring to students] not that aware of what 

connected speech is (.) and they're not that aware of how 

much it transforms like how we pronounce words 

 

 

Five of the nine tutors also thought that the Course X listening strand could be 

improved by including more focus on lower-level decoding of input, although 

they were usually not specific about the types of tasks which could benefit 

students. 

  

5.3.2. Multi-tasking in lectures 

5.3.2.1. PowerPoint presentations 

In contrast to the students’ varied perceptions about the use of PowerPoint 

slides in lectures, few tutors mentioned that PowerPoint slides might affect 

comprehension within a lecture, and there was not a consistent view amongst 

the tutors who did raise it. Tutors 7 and 8 both thought that slides might assist 

comprehension as students could switch from listening to reading, as explained 

by Tutor 8 in the extract below. 
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Extract 5.26 

Tutor 8 

 

 

it reduces everything down into written form (.) and erm it's 

something yeah concrete for them to grab hold of when 

they're struggling to listen 

 

Tutor 8 was also the only tutor who mentioned that visual examples may be 

useful to support the spoken word. In contrast, Tutor 7 thought that PowerPoint 

slides may perhaps act as a distraction, although he did not expand on this 

point.  

 

Extract 5.27 

Tutor 7 

 

 

I'd say for higher-level students it would be an aid (.) for 

lower level students maybe a distraction (.) maybe yeah 

 

The tutors did occasionally mention PowerPoint slides when asked how 

lecturers could improve student comprehension. A few tutors said that lecturers 

should provide copies of the PowerPoints either pre- or post-lecture but there 

was a general lack of awareness amongst tutors about normal lecturer practice 

at the university, as illustrated in the extracts below. 

 

Extract 5.28 

Tutor 3 

 

                                                                                                 

I don't know whether lecturers are generally going to be 

issuing their PowerPoints afterwards saying my slides are 

available on this (.) do you know? 

 

Extract 5.29 

Tutor 1 

 

 

I mean I'm not sure how other lecturers do it but I would 

imagine that students have access to PowerPoint 

presentations before the lectures (.) I don't know if that's 

always the case 

 

In fact, the five lecturers observed all provided the PowerPoint slides on the 

university’s virtual learning environment (VLE) before lectures, although the 

students reported that it was not a practice followed by all their lecturers.  
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5.3.2.2. Note-taking 

Note-taking was seen by most of the tutors as an important skill for students to 

have, as it was thought to either help students stay focused in lectures, or to 

give them an external store of information to refer back to later. As with the 

students, the tutors had many perceptions on students’ ability to write notes, but 

there were far fewer comments about the impact of note-taking on students’ 

lecture comprehension.  

 

Several of the EAP tutors held similar views to the students that listening and 

writing might negatively affect comprehension. The EAP senior manager also 

suggested that note-taking requires considerable cognitive effort and that 

actually students may learn more from a lecture if they do not take notes.   

 

Extract 5.30 

EAP Senior 

Manager 

 

 

[to] try and sit and listen to something and to write down 

notes that might be in some sense useful or meaningful later 

on (.) that's quite a tough skill for proficient users of the 

language let alone people who are quite a long way below 

proficient […] I sort of feel almost that you might learn more 

from a lecture if you didn't sit there trying to take notes (.) if 

you just sat there and tried to listen 

 

Three of the tutors also made similar comments to those made by students 

about the real-time aspect of taking notes whilst a lecturer continued to provide 

new oral input, with all three suggesting that trying to keep up with the writing 

would prevent students processing the input. For example, Tutor 2 recognised 

that writing notes required focusing on something said in the past whilst the 

spoken input continued in the present.  

 

 

 

 

 



161 
 

Extract 5.31 

Tutor 2 

 

 

keeping up (.) um listening and writing (.) you lose your 

concentration (.) cause you're writing something (.) you're 

dealing with something that's past but the lecturer's now in 

the present and moving into the future so that's a big 

problem with that 

 

However, when the tutor and student comments regarding note-taking are 

compared, it seems that some tutors underestimated how cognitively 

challenging L2 students might find note-taking whilst also trying to process the 

spoken input. For example, several tutors thought that note-taking helps 

students remember the content, process it, or that it guides students towards 

future areas of study. Tutor 5’s perception consolidated a number of ideas 

expressed by other tutors. 

 

Extract 5.32 

Tutor 5 

 

 

I think it's two-fold (.) one is so that they can capture some 

of the things that they won't find in their books seminars (.) 

[…] but I think more importantly for international students 

note-taking is a way to keep them focused […] and it helps 

you kind of (3) reflect on your understanding of the lecture 

[…] so something that they can look at after class 

 

In contrast, two tutors and the senior manager suggested that note-taking may 

no longer be an important skill for students and questioned the strong focus on 

note-taking on Course X. For example, when Tutor 1 was asked why he thought 

students took notes in lectures, he replied ‘um I don't know I sometimes wonder 

that myself’. He went on to highlight that his experience of lectures as a student, 

had been different to the situation which Course X prepared the students for. 

This was because he had been provided with handouts or PowerPoint slides 

before his lectures. 
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Extract 5.33 

Tutor 1 

 

 

I don't think that students will necessarily start with a blank 

piece of paper and write their notes on that (.) I think they'll 

already have something to start with and they'll just be 

adding a few details here and there (.) um (4) but yeah I do 

sometimes wonder how useful note-taking is for students 

because I'm not sure (3) I'm not convinced that when they 

go on to their academic course (.) they'll be doing it in the 

same way that we do on Course X   

 

All three of the EAP practitioners who questioned the purpose and value of 

note-taking were either studying a master’s level qualification or had completed 

one within the last three years, indicating that they may have been more aware 

of the practicalities of PGT study than other tutors, who either did not have a 

master’s degree, or had completed their postgraduate qualification less 

recently. 

 

5.4. Comparison between student and academic lecturer 

perceptions 

In this section, each of the themes described in Chapter 4 will be discussed in 

turn, with a focus on the perceptions of the five academic lecturers interviewed. 

All the lecturers commented that it was difficult to know how much L2 students 

understood within lectures and that it was usually only during seminars, which 

could have up to thirty students compared to the eighty plus students attending 

their PGT lectures, or in one-to-one discussions that they could identify student 

issues with the module content. However, even though all the lecturers thought 

that within a lecture it was difficult to know how much students understood, the 

lecturers and the L2 students often held similar views about factors which might 

affect comprehension. There was also recognition amongst the lecturers that 

international students were not one homogenous group and that L2 students 

with a higher English language level would have a better understanding of the 

content. This is illustrated in the quote below from Lecturer 2. 
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Extract 5.34 

JK 

 

 

Lecturer 2 

 

                                                                                                      

and what do you think lecturers can do more to help 

students who are studying in a second language understand 

lectures  

presenting clear and simple material always helps (4) but I 

think there are different skill levels for international students 

so an international student who is very advanced in English 

would have no problem following this module and would be 

able to be actively engaged  

 

5.4.1. Processing aural input 

5.4.1.1. The lecture content 

In line with the student comments, all the lecturers thought that one of the main 

problems which L2 students have with lecture comprehension is the lecture 

content. In fact, perhaps unsurprisingly given their responsibility to teach 

students about a subject, the lecturers had more perceptions about this issue 

than any of the other factors discussed. Most of the lecturers said that 

academics cannot take for granted that students enrol with an appropriate level 

of subject knowledge, and seemed quite sympathetic to students who have both 

the minimum level of English for the course and are encountering the subject for 

the first time. This can be seen in the comment below from Lecturer 2.  
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Extract 5.35 

Lecturer 2 

 

 

I think a lot of them come into these specific programmes 

only expecting to only do calculations (.) and especially in 

accounting and finance that's what they have said that they 

don't expect to be discussing things or writing things and 

they're very unprepared for this […] then the format of the 

academic articles that they have to read as the language is 

very kind of sophisticated as well as technical in terms of the 

accounting […] and then the topics themselves the subject 

matter and the way in which this kind of critical approach to 

accounting is presented is also very fuzzy (.) so um (1) so 

the international students we have (.) they struggle with this 

 

In line with the student comments about theoretical content being more difficult 

to understand than practical content, most of the lecturers also recognised that 

L2 students particularly struggled to understand the theoretical aspects of 

module content. This is exemplified in Lecturer 3’s comment below. 

 

Extract 5.36 

JK 

 

Lecturer 3 

 

 

JK 

Lecturer 3 

 

 

which parts [of the lecture] then would you think they found 

most difficult to understand  

the last the bit about rationalisation and bureaucracy where 

we go back into theory and that (.) and it's quite condensed 

too so this is a big chunk of Webber put together yeah 

and why do you think they would find that most difficult  

um (1) because it's it's theoretical and not very um (.) I mean 

I I I try to have those discussions to give a few illustrations 

but it's still quite um (.) it's quite (.) it's big thoughts um in 20 

minutes or you know 40 minutes (.) it's not a lot of time to go 

in very deep 

 

Lecturer 3’s perception that the lecture format made it difficult to give enough 

input about theories in the allocated teaching time was shared by other 

lecturers. There was also a common perception amongst the lecturers that 
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modules often tried to cover too much information, and that an increase in the 

number of seminars per module would both improve the students’ learning 

experiences and help the lecturers gauge students understanding of the module 

content. This is exemplified in Lecturer 1’s quote below. 

 

Extract 5.37 

Lecturer 1 

 

 

I think the problem with these programmes on the master’s 

is on a more structural level (.) I think it would be more 

helpful if they have lectures and then weekly seminars 

because then I would have a sense (.) if they get it or not 

[…] it would be helpful to have smaller groups and make 

them a bit (.) make them speak (.) with 10 people or so (.) 

not with 80 

 

Lecturer 4 had increased the number of seminars on her modules from the 

departmental norm of one per module to five per module. Her rationale for this 

was that it allowed her to better adapt the module content to the student needs, 

as can be seen in this extract:  

 

Extract 5.38 

Lecturer 4 

 

 

doing something also with individual groups of student to 

see how they follow […] it give me a little bit of an overview 

of how the students are and if I have to adjust the module (.) 

if I have to give it a slower pace or not  

 

However, Lecturer 4 also acknowledged that her workload for the module had 

increased greatly because she personally taught every seminar to ensure that 

the students received consistent input, rather than seminars being taught by a 

graduate teaching assistant, which was the usual practice within the 

department.  

 

All the students thought that the allocated reading, which most lecturers 

assigned before a lecture, helped to develop their subject knowledge and 

improve their lecture comprehension. In contrast, the lecturers had a range of 
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differing perceptions about the purpose and value of pre-lecture reading. Two 

lecturers agreed with the students that pre-reading helped students understand 

lecturers better. For example, Lecturer 2 thought that if students tried to 

understand the assigned article then they would become familiar with language 

and topics which would be useful in the lecture. 

 

Extract 5.39 

Lecturer 2 

 

 

I would expect them to well do the reading (.) so there is a 

reading assigned for every week before the lecture and the 

lecture to some extent discusses it […] so I would expect 

them to (.) if this is second language difficult (.) to at least 

make a really good effort to understand the basics of it (.) to 

look up the words um so that by and large the topic and the 

language of it becomes familiar 

 

However, two of the lecturers said that they allocated key readings to ensure 

that students engaged with the texts and kept up with the amount of reading 

required for postgraduate study, rather than because it would have an 

immediate impact on lecture comprehension. For example, Lecturer 3, who was 

very vocal in her lecture about ensuring students had done the reading, did not 

link this to comprehension and instead discussed more general engagement 

with the topic.  

 

Extract 5.40 

Lecturer 3 

 

 

I want them to engage with the original materials (.) to me it 

is (2) every university's study is about reading (.) the 

sources the primary sources of whatever your area is 

 

Three of the four lecturers who spoke English as a second language seemed to 

have a high level of understanding about how difficult reading academic articles 

was likely to be for L2 students, with Lecturer 1 estimating that it would take 

students three times as long to read in L2 compared with L1. All three of these 

lecturers connected reading problems with students having insufficient subject-

specific vocabulary to tackle texts, making comments such as ‘the vocabulary is 
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very specific’ (Lecturer 1) and ‘the language is very kind of sophisticated as well 

as technical’ (Lecturer 2). However, Lecturer 4 was the only lecturer who said 

that she gave the students any strategies to deal with this problem. She told 

students to scan the text rather than to read in detail.  

 

Extract 5.41 

JK 

Lecturer 4 

 

 

why did you get them to do the pre-reading  

well I think is something that help them if um (.) especially in 

terms especially for international students because maybe 

there are words that they found maybe a little bit difficult for 

them to understand so (.) and in accounting there are many 

many I mean specialised jargon so you need to be familiar 

because then we throw all this terminology […] so I think the 

pre-reading help them to get an understanding of more or 

less what I'm saying in the lesson (.) what I told them all the 

time is not to take the reading to the very tiny detail but just 

more to scan the book (.) if they get used to this kind of 

more let’s say light reading technique (.) just to to focus on 

the main point  

 

In contrast to the other lecturers, Lecturer 5 did not assign specific texts to 

students before each lecture but instead told the students that they should 

select relevant texts from the module reading list to read. His rationale for this 

was that he did not want to indicate to students that specific texts were the 

correct viewpoint on a topic, and hoped that this approach would encourage 

wider reading around a topic. However, Lecturer 5’s approach does not seem to 

consider the difficulties which the L2 students perceived with academic reading, 

as outlined in section 4.2.1.  

 

5.4.1.2. Vocabulary 

The majority of the lecturers had similar views to the students, recognising that 

an L2 students’ lack of vocabulary may negatively affect lecture comprehension, 

both within lectures and when doing the pre-lecture reading. Three of the five 

lecturers said that they made modifications to their lecture content to account 
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for this, either by simplifying the vocabulary used, or by ensuring that they 

regularly repeated key vocabulary. For example: 

 

Extract 5.42 

Lecturer 1 

 

 

I try to use very simple vocabulary (.) use the same word 

again and again and that they kind oh it's about this one 

again  

 

However, given the multitude of student comments about the problems caused 

by a lack of vocabulary, the lecturers may not have always successfully 

modified their language to a level appropriate for students with IELTS 6.5. For 

example, Lecturer 5 said that he tried to choose simple lexis and simple 

examples. However, the example given in section 4.2.2, in which two students 

had difficulty with the word ‘skimpy’, came from one of Lecturer 5’s lectures, and 

similar examples from Lecturer 5’s lectures were raised by other students.  

 

5.4.1.3 Input decoding 

The academic lecturers discussed lower-level decoding issues with less 

frequency than any other factors. This is not surprising given that linguistic 

decoding is likely to be outside their area of expertise. Only two of the decoding 

factors discussed by the students were mentioned: lecturer accent and speed of 

input. Three lecturers, who all spoke English as an L2, thought that a lecturer’s 

accent may affect the students’ comprehension of lectures. However, there was 

a difference of opinion about whether this would have a positive or negative 

impact. In contrast to the students, who did not generally show a preference for 

any particular accent, two of the lecturers thought that not having a British 

accent may have a negative impact on the students’ comprehension, with both 

stating that they were aware that their own speech had flaws.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



169 
 

Extract 5.43 

Lecturer 3 

 

 

in terms of the fact that our staff is from mixed language 

backgrounds so not everybody is a perfect BBC English 

speaker (.) um including myself um so this is one big 

[problem] 

 

 

Extract 5.44 

Lecturer 4 

 

 

 

I am foreigner (.) they are foreigner […] probably sometime 

I'm a little bit confusing (@) and then uh (.) and then 

probably I don't know if I'm clear or if I get to the point 

 

However, Lecturer 1 made a comparison between a particular British lecturer, 

who she thought might speak very quickly and therefore be difficult for L2 

students to understand, and herself. As can be seen in the extract below, she 

thought that she may have more awareness of L2 students’ comprehension 

issues and was therefore more likely to moderate her speed and her language. 

 

Extract 5.45 

Lecturer 1 

 

 

he’s [referring to another lecturer] you know a middle-class 

big white native speaker (.) the students love him and he 

can just tell the stories but sometimes non-native speaking 

students find that he speaks too quick (.) too fast (.) and 

then then they don't get it and I try to speak slowly and you 

know (1) I sometimes think it might even help that I'm not a 

native speaker either  

 

Lecturer 2 was the only lecturer who made detailed comments about speed of 

speech. She thought that the speed of lecturer speech might affect students’ 

comprehension. However, she had sought feedback from students on her own 

speed and said that their opinions were often conflicting.  

 



170 
 

Extract 5.46 

Lecturer 2 

 

 

[it’s] always hard to tell (.) whether you're not explaining 

something clearly (.) um (9) or based on some students 

have said I speak very clearly and slowly [and] on this very 

same [feedback] sheet other students have said I speak too 

fast 

 

As the extract above shows, some students thought that Lecturer 2 spoke too 

fast whilst others said her pace was slow and clear, so she did not know 

whether to modify her speech or not. 

 

5.4.2. Multi-tasking in lectures 

5.4.2.1. PowerPoint presentations 

All the lecturers interviewed used PowerPoint slides in their lectures, and all 

thought that slides help L2 students’ comprehension. However, the lecturers 

use of PowerPoint slides, and how they felt that they may assist students, fell 

into two distinctly different sets of perceptions, with one lecturer positioned 

roughly in the middle. Two lecturers tended to put a lot of text on their slides. 

This was because, in line with the student comments, neither lecturer was 

convinced that all students had the language skills to understand the spoken 

content alone. They therefore provided a lot of text to support the students. In 

effect, these lecturers supplied most of the information which they wanted 

students to take away from their lecture on their slides so that it mattered less if 

the students did not understand the information heard. Lecturer 2 explained that 

her slides tended ‘to get busy’ and her rationale for this was that:    

 

Extract 5.47 

Lecturer 2 

 

 

these students need [written] words […] if they only hear the 

words (.) that's not enough because if you throw in one or 

two things that they're unfamiliar with then that throws off 

their whole understanding of a thought or an explanation 

and then it's lost because it's verbal 

 



171 
 

Similarly, Lecturer 1 thought that students with good language skills would 

benefit from only seeing a picture on the PowerPoint slides but that:  

 

Extract 5.48 

Lecturer 1 

 

 

the Chinese students struggle to understand (2) the stories if 

they don't have the bullet points 

 

Lecturer 1 went on to say that she thought that some students only read the 

slides and did not listen, but also thought that reducing the information to bullet 

points did not help students to think critically about an argument. She therefore 

put a lot of text on her slides. However, she also thought that because most of 

the information was on the slides, some students felt that they did not need to 

listen to the lecture and spent their time on social media instead. None of the 

students interviewed suggested that they used social media within lectures. 

However, the students did say that they used their phones to translate 

vocabulary and concepts from the PowerPoint slides during lectures. It may be 

that some of the mobile phone use which Lecturer 1 witnessed was actually L2 

students trying to improve their understanding of the PowerPoint slides.  

 

In contrast to Lecturers 1 and 2, Lecturers 3 and 5 took the opposite approach 

and put minimal content on their PowerPoint slides. Lecturer 3 said that this 

was due to personal preference. 

 

Extract 5.49 

Lecturer 3 

 

 

PowerPoint slides with a lot of text just put me off (.) when I 

listen 

 

Lecturer 5 was the only lecturer who suggested that providing only either 

pictures, or what he described as ‘hook words’, actually helped students to 

understand lecture content. This lecturer’s perception corresponded with some 

student perceptions that having only bullet points or pictures on slides was 

helpful as it reduced the amount of L2 that they needed to process. Lecturer 5’s 

rationale for his approach was as follows: 
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Extract 5.50 

Lecturer 5 

 

 

I use the the PowerPoints in that kind of way really as just 

kind of hook words really (.) rather than chunks of text in 

order to hopefully allow them to kind of think along with me 

[…] they're often just sort of images or words or whatever 

that I'm trying to um (1) yeah coat hangers that I'm trying to 

trying to use in order to construct an argument 

 

As identified in Chapter 4, all the lecturers interviewed made their PowerPoint 

slides available to students before lectures. The lecturers all thought that 

providing slides in advance potentially helps L2 students with their 

comprehension, as it gives them the opportunity to check new vocabulary or 

concepts before the lecture, and therefore increases their chances of 

understanding the lecture input. However, few of the student participants said 

that they regularly looked at the slides in advance. Most of the lecturers were 

also aware that students did not always make use of the slides pre-lecture, 

although Lecturer 5, referring specifically to Chinese students, said that he 

thought at least some of the students downloaded slides in advance, as he had 

seen evidence in the lectures. 

 

Extract 5.51 

Lecturer 5 

 

 

 

I often see these kind of annotated printed PowerPoints that 

they bring in to the lecture and there'll be little notes (.) I 

assume they're partly explaining ok this is what post-

industrialism is or something like that  

 

Two of the lecturers also believed that another benefit of providing the slides in 

advance was that students could print the slides in advance. In the lecture, the 

students would therefore be ‘freed up […] to listen rather than to take notes’ 

(Lecturer 3). Further lecturer perceptions about note-taking will be reported in 

the next section. 
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5.4.2.2. Note-taking 

Many of the lecturers thought that students should take notes in lectures, as it 

was a way of helping them actively process the spoken input. They suggested 

that students should be selective in what they write down but thought that 

students should particularly make notes of verbal arguments that were not on 

the PowerPoint slides. However, some of the lecturers also acknowledged that 

students often did not take notes because, in line with the student comments, 

note-taking was difficult to do in a second language. For example, Lecturer 1 

advocated a return to more stripped back lectures as a way of helping students 

understand the content, although she also acknowledged that this way of 

learning may be difficult for L2 students. 

 

Extract 5.52 

Lecturer 1 

 

 

when academics ban all note-books and all phones and all 

PowerPoint completely from lectures (.) and just do this 

really old school style listening to a lecture and students 

sitting down taking notes (.) and er there are a lot of studies 

on this is actually the best way to understand an argument 

and then to write it down and then be able to write these 

essays (.) but it's difficult in a second language 

 

In contrast, Lecturer 5 said that although he advocated note-taking when 

reading, in lectures he usually told students not to take notes as he wanted the 

students to be listening and engaging with the ideas, which was difficult to do if 

the students were busy writing.  

 

Extract 5.53 

Lecturer 5 

 

 

 

in the lectures I usually tell them they don't need to take 

notes because you know they've got the PowerPoint up 

there and really what they should be trying to do is listen to 

me and engage with the ideas […] if they are too busy 

scribbling down what I'm saying they're not really listening to 

it 
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This was the only comment from a lecturer which corresponded with the student 

comments regarding not being able to listen and write simultaneously.  

 

5.5. Chapter summary 

This chapter has reported the findings in relation to research questions two and 

three. Section 5.2 identified that there were significant changes in students’ 

perceptions between studying on Course X and whilst attending their academic 

course, whereas the same issues were repeatedly raised by students across 

interviews 3 to 6. These changes raise questions about the appropriacy of the 

Course X content, which aimed to develop L2 students’ academic listening 

skills, and this will be discussed further in Chapter 6.  

 

Section 5.3 identified that there were some similarities between the student and 

EAP tutor perceptions regarding the processing of aural input. However, as 

shown in the extracts in section 5.3, the EAP tutors generally had limited 

awareness of the issues raised by the students. Similarly, the student 

comments regarding wider aspects of lecture comprehension, such as the pre-

lecture reading and lecturer use of PowerPoint slides, were not considered in 

any depth by most of the tutors. Most of the EAP tutors also had a surprising 

lack of knowledge about master’s level lectures at the university. This again 

suggests that the Course X academic listening content may not have been 

appropriate to prepare students for their future lecture experiences, but also 

raises wider issues about the knowledge of EAP practitioners regarding the 

teaching of academic listening and their professional development more 

generally. This will be discussed further in Chapter 6.  

 

In contrast to the EAP tutors, the academic lecturers appeared to have more 

understanding of the issues which might affect L2 students’ lecture 

comprehension. However, the approaches taken by the lecturers to increase L2 

students’ comprehension were not consistent, with the lecturers holding 

differing perceptions regarding the impact of lecturer speech, PowerPoint slides, 

and note-taking on L2 students’ ability to understand lectures. There were also 
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instances in which the lecturers could have provided more rationale for the 

students about their teaching practices, such as when assigning pre-lecture 

reading. These findings will be discussed in Chapter 6.  
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Chapter 6 

Discussion of findings 

6.1. Introduction 

In Chapters 4 and 5, the interview results were presented in detail and 

categorised according to the research questions. This chapter will discuss the 

student, EAP tutor and academic lecturer perceptions in relation to the research 

questions, and will then consider the implications of the findings for EAP and 

higher education pedagogy. Throughout this chapter, the students’ perceptions 

demonstrate that the factors affecting lecture comprehension are often 

interrelated and it is, therefore, important to view lectures as a holistic learning 

experience, rather than focusing purely on the processing of spoken input. 

Although there is literature related to listening, reading, and note-taking as 

independent tasks in higher education, there has been no previous research 

which has identified the impact that a combination of these activities may have 

on lecture comprehension, particularly for L2 students with a language level 

equivalent to IELTS 6.5. An understanding of this is not only important to help 

ascertain the issues which L2 students may face during lectures, but also so 

that pre-sessional EAP courses can appropriately prepare L2 students for their 

future lecture learning experiences.  

 

The chapter will also discuss the differences between the EAP tutor and the L2 

student perceptions, which demonstrate that EAP tutors may have little 

understanding of the issues that might affect L2 students’ lecture 

comprehension, nor of academic lecture practices in general. Finally, there will 

be discussion regarding how L2 students could be helped to understand 

lectures better once they start their PGT course. On the basis of the findings, it 

will be argued that L2 students, with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, 

perceive significant cognitive processing challenges in lectures which are likely 

to hinder their ability to learn from lecture input. Large-group lectures, which are 
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predominantly monologues, may therefore not be the most appropriate form of 

face-to-face teaching for L2 students at this language level. 

 

6.2. Research Question 1 

Research Question 1: What do postgraduate students studying in a second 

language within a School of Management at a British university, and with a 

language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, perceive as being the main factors 

which affect their lecture comprehension? 

 

In this section, the main student perceptions regarding lecture comprehension 

will be discussed. Although higher- and lower-level cognitive aural processing 

(Field, 2013) are considered separately within this section, it should be 

remembered that these cognitive listening processes do not occur 

independently of each other, and are instead interconnected and recursive 

(Anderson, 2009, Goh, 2000). Therefore, the problems which students 

perceived with lower-level processing are likely to have impacted on their 

higher-level processing and vice versa. The students showed little awareness of 

the interconnectivity of these processes, which is not unexpected given that 

they usually occur automatically and simultaneously (Goh, 1999). The students’ 

perceptions regarding the impact of PowerPoint slides and note-taking on 

lecture comprehension will also be discussed independently but connections 

with other factors will be drawn when relevant. 

 

6.2.1. Processing aural input 

6.2.1.1. The impact of lecture content and subject knowledge on the higher-

level processing of aural input 

All the students perceived that lecture content about subjects which they had 

not previously studied was more difficult to understand than input about which 

they had some prior knowledge. Theoretical content was also perceived to be 

more difficult to understand than more practical content which the students 

could relate to real world contexts. With regard to their listening comprehension, 

these perceptions are likely to be because the students had both more 
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vocabulary knowledge about familiar topics to assist with their lower-level 

cognitive aural processing, and also had more pre-existing schematic 

knowledge to assist with higher-level cognitive aural processing. A further 

reason for the student perceptions is likely to be that L2 listeners use pre-

existing schematic knowledge both to compensate for inadequate language 

knowledge, and to check that they have decoded correctly if they are unsure 

about the accuracy of their lower-level processing (Field, 2004, 2008c, 2011, 

Tsui and Fullilove, 1998, Vandergrift, 2007). It is therefore likely that if the 

students had existing background or content knowledge, they used this to help 

overcome their linguistic gaps which made the input easier to comprehend. 

 

There has been no previous in situ research that focuses specifically on the 

perceptions of taught postgraduate L2 students’ regarding lecture 

comprehension in the UK. However, previous studies into the lecture 

comprehension of L2 first-year undergraduates have similarly reported that 

technical, theoretical, or abstract lecture content has a negative impact on 

lecture comprehension (Flowerdew and Miller, 1992, Miller, 2009, Mulligan and 

Kirkpatrick, 2000). Jeon (2007) also found that undergraduate students with a 

low level of content knowledge were either unable to understand discipline-

specific terms in a lecture, or were able to understand all the language but 

unable to develop a coherent understanding of the overall lecture. Although it 

may seem that the experiences of first-year undergraduate students and taught 

postgraduate students are not directly comparable, as it is usually 

undergraduate students’ first experience of studying their academic subject in 

higher education, L2 PGT students may actually be in a similar position to 

undergraduate students. For example, Student 1 was accepted onto the MSc 

Management programme with an undergraduate degree in German as a 

Second Language and with no relevant work experience. If L2 students start 

their master’s courses either without a relevant undergraduate degree, or with a 

subject-specific undergraduate degree which may not have followed a typical 

British syllabus, as was the case for the participants in this thesis, then they will 

be at a distinct disadvantage not only in terms of listening comprehension but 

also in terms of learning. This is because the cognitive effort required by an L2 

student to process and understand terminology and concepts which a lecturer 
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presumes that they already know, may leave little cognitive space available for 

the student to build new knowledge (Bond, 2020, Sweller, 2011). 

 

The student perceptions regarding the impact of the lecture content on their 

comprehension were supported by the academic lecturer perceptions. The 

lecturers all identified that one of the main barriers to the lecture comprehension 

of L2 students is that these students often do not start their academic course 

with the required level of subject knowledge. In an attempt to overcome 

students’ lack of accountancy knowledge, two of the lecturers stated that the 

School of Management was considering introducing an online pre-sessional 

accountancy course. The aim of this course would be to give students with little 

or no accountancy background the same level of knowledge as students with a 

prior accountancy qualification, in advance of the master’s programme. Pre-

course online resources of this type, which provide students with input in either 

core module concepts or subject-specific language are likely to help L2 students 

integrate more quickly once their course starts (Thorpe et al., 2017). Such 

material also assists higher-level cognitive aural processing by providing some 

relevant content knowledge, and lower-level processing by increasing students’ 

exposure to subject-specific vocabulary before the beginning of their course. 

Even though this type of material may be resource intensive for a department to 

initially prepare, it can also help improve the learning experience of all students 

at the beginning of their master’s course. This is because lecturers would be 

better able to identify a base level of knowledge for their cohort of students and 

therefore reduce the cognitive load of the input (Sweller, 2011).  

 

Whilst there were no pre-course study materials in place for the two PGT 

courses observed for this thesis, two of the lecturers assigned pre-lecture 

reading in order to develop their students’ knowledge of the lecture content in 

advance of the lecture. All the students thought that pre-lecture reading, 

whether allocated by a lecturer or identified independently, was imported in 

helping them overcome some of the aural comprehension issues caused by 

lack of content knowledge. This impact of pre-lecture reading has rarely been 

identified in other research into L2 students’ lecture comprehension as the focus 

is usually limited to academic listening. Undergraduate students interviewed by 
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Flowerdew and Miller (1992, 1997) did identify both pre- and post-lecture 

reading as beneficial for lecture comprehension. However, the participants in 

this thesis raised an issue not reported by Flowerdew and Miller (1992, 1997). 

Whilst the students perceived that pre-lecture reading assisted their lecture 

comprehension, they all said that they found reading academic texts 

challenging and this impacted on their ability to increase their subject 

knowledge before a lecture. The students often linked their reading problems to 

what they perceived as a considerable gap between their language knowledge 

and the language used in academic articles. This is not surprising given that 

Drummond (2018) calculates that L2 students with an IELTS score of 6.5 will, 

on average, know just 88.98% of the words in an academic text. The large 

proportion of unknown words means that L2 students at this level will probably 

actually comprehend less than fifty per cent of an academic text (Schmitt et al., 

2011). This is reflected in the student comments that they often did not do all 

the pre-reading because it was just too long or too difficult. Given the issues 

that the students perceived with understanding academic articles, expecting 

them to develop sufficient vocabulary and subject knowledge to improve lecture 

comprehension through this type of pre-lecture reading seems to be a very 

ineffective strategy. It would probably be better for lecturers to provide handouts 

of key vocabulary and concepts in advance of a lecture. Students could then 

develop their schematic knowledge without the additional cognitive burden of 

attempting to understand the content of an academic article (Carroll, 2005, 

McLean and Ransom, 2005).   

 

The student perceptions regarding the impact of the lecture content, and of pre-

lecture reading, on comprehension highlight the importance of carrying out 

research into L2 students’ experiences in situ, and of considering the holistic 

lecture experience rather than focusing on an isolated factor such as the impact 

of lecture discourse. Students with a higher language level, or some pre-

existing content knowledge, are likely to find the associated module reading 

easier to process, and this should have a positive impact on their lecture 

comprehension as they will be better able to process the aural input. In contrast, 

if students have difficulty reading academic articles due to their language level, 

this will compound their problems processing the spoken input within a lecture. 
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6.2.1.2. The impact of linguistic knowledge on the lower-level processing of 

aural input 

The students perceived that their lecture comprehension was frequently 

affected by insufficient vocabulary knowledge, failure to aurally recognise learnt 

vocabulary, lecturer accent or pronunciation, and speed of lecturer speech. 

Previous research into L2 students’ perceptions (e.g. Flowerdew and Miller, 

1992, Hellekjær, 2010, Huang, 2004, Lynch, 2015) has identified at least one of 

these factors as having an impact on lecture comprehension, although this 

thesis appears to be the first research in which all four issues have been raised 

by students in one study. The student perceptions are linked to their ability to 

effectively decode, apply a cognitive lexical search, and parse the aural input in 

order to obtain a literal meaning, which are all issues associated with their 

English language level. Previous research has also shown that listeners with a 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) level of B2 

(IELTS score of 5.5-6.5) are unable to decode spoken input with the level of 

accuracy which is necessary for them to obtain a relatively complete message 

(Field, 2011). However, as mentioned in Chapter 4, the students’ identification 

of lower-level aural processing issues should be viewed with some caution.  

 

Whilst replaying sections of lectures during the interviews, something which 

only Airey and Linder (2006) appear to have done in previous research 

regarding L2 lecture comprehension, it was clear that the students’ 

comprehension problems were sometimes caused by a combination of lower-

level processing issues. Nevertheless, students often initially categorised the 

problem only as speed or accent. Research into the effect of accent on 

comprehensibility is inconclusive and is clearly dependent on both the 

proficiency level of the speaker and the decoding ability of the listener (Beinhoff, 

2014, Kang et al., 2019). Similarly, student perceptions that lecturers speak too 

quickly may, in fact, be due to an L2 student’s inability to process input quickly 

enough due to insufficient language knowledge, rather than due to the actual 

speed of the speaker’s speech (Lynch, 1997, Snijders et al., 2007). The 

students’ limited categorisation therefore calls into question some of the results 

of previous research which has relied on questionnaires to investigate factors 

affecting L2 students’ academic listening comprehension (e.g. Huang, 2004, 
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Khiati, 2019, Lynch, 2015). L2 students may think that their comprehension 

problems are due to the speed of a lecturer’s speech or the lecturer’s accent. 

However, this thesis shows that those perceptions may actually be incomplete 

or incorrect due to the inaccessibility of lower-level cognitive listening processes 

to introspection (Goh, 1999).  

 

The students’ perceptions regarding the impact of subject-specific vocabulary, 

general academic vocabulary and less frequently used vocabulary on their 

lecture comprehension are in line with previous research (e.g. Bonk, 2000, 

Mecartty, 2000, Stæhr, 2009), which has identified that insufficient vocabulary 

knowledge will affect an L2 listener’s ability to process aural input successfully. 

L2 students with a language level of between CEFR C2 and C1, i.e. above the 

level of the participants in this thesis, have been shown to not only have a 

limited range of vocabulary but to also not have fully automatized speech 

perception skills, which hinders their ability to recognise words already learnt 

(Goh, 2000). Lack of automization also means that information obtained from 

parsing is likely to be displaced by new input before higher-level cognitive 

processes can be applied (Goh, 2000). L2 listeners who do not have fully 

automatized listening processes are, therefore, unlikely to be able to construct a 

full and coherent mental representation of aural input (Swan and Walter, 2017), 

as they cannot hold the linguistic elements in their working memory for long 

enough to be able to interpret the utterance (Call, 1985). Several of the students 

interviewed for this thesis implied that lack of automization was problematic for 

them as they stated that they could not always keep information in their head for 

long enough to obtain meaning from it. This is a significant issue for L2 students 

attending lectures in order to develop their knowledge about an academic 

subject, as the transfer of information from the working to the long-term memory 

is not only important for meaning construction but also for information to be 

recallable later (Weinstein et al., 2019). If L2 students do not have enough 

linguistic knowledge to quickly and successfully process a lecturer’s spoken 

input, then the benefit they gain from attending lectures is questionable. The 

appropriacy of IELTS 6.5. as a minimum English language level for a 

management related master’s level course will be discussed further in section 

6.6. 
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6.2.2. Multi-tasking within lectures 

6.2.2.1. The impact of PowerPoint slides on lecture comprehension 

The students’ perceptions regarding the use of PowerPoint slides in lectures 

were complex as the students raised both positive and negative impacts of 

slides on their comprehension. Firstly, the students thought that it was difficult, if 

not impossible, to listen to a lecturer and read PowerPoint slides 

simultaneously, and they usually chose to read the slides rather than listen to 

the lecture. This was because the students perceived that they could 

understand more language visually than aurally, and therefore reading helped 

them overcome some of the lower-level aural processing issues discussed in 

the previous section. A further perceived benefit of text-heavy PowerPoint slides 

was that if students did not understand vocabulary on the slides, then it could 

usually be easily translated within the lecture on an electronic device, in a way 

that aural input could not. However, this was also a further distraction from 

listening to the lecturer. Some students even reported that they progressed from 

just checking the meaning of an isolated word to reading about a concept on an 

L1 website, instead of listening to the lecturer’s input. Whilst the students who 

did this thought that it helped with comprehension of the lecture content, as they 

could understand more by reading in L1 than by listening in L2, they were also 

aware that it may have a negative impact on comprehension. This is because 

they were distracted from listening to the lecturer and were not receiving the 

intended lecture input.  

 

Another potential issue which arose from students’ reliance on the written input 

on the PowerPoint slides rather than the spoken input from the lecturer, is that 

this changes the focus of a lecture from learning from an oral presentation of 

ideas to learning from a written presentation of ideas, often in summarised 

bullet point form. This is clearly problematic if the role of a lecture is seen as the 

transmission of information from the lecturer to the students, as is usually the 

case in the type of mono-directional lecture observed for this research. Students 

who do not have enough linguistic ability to successfully process the spoken 

input and instead rely on the PowerPoint slides may be missing out on hearing 

the development of a nuanced oral argument presented by the lecturer. In 
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addition, the bullet-point format usually used to present information on 

PowerPoint slides does not help students to develop analytical thinking skills as 

subject knowledge is reduced to short, pithy phrases (Adams, 2006). Whilst L2 

students may think that reading the PowerPoint slides provides equivalent input 

to that delivered orally by a lecturer, this is not the case. 

 

Despite the ubiquity of PowerPoint slides within higher education lectures 

(Hallewell and Crook, 2020), there is little previous research which discusses 

the impact of PowerPoint slides on L2 students’ lecture comprehension. In the 

only study found, Sheppard et al. (2015) describe the use of visual aids in 

lectures as potentially challenging for L2 students. However, their rationale for 

this is that the type and amount of verbal language likely to be used to describe 

graphs or diagrams may be challenging for L2 students, rather than because 

slides provide an additional form of input. Field (2011) appears to be the only 

literature which considers how PowerPoint slides may interact with L2 students’ 

ability to process aural input. He argues that PowerPoint slides can help fill 

gaps in L2 listeners’ understanding of spoken input in lectures, although this is 

not supported by any research. In contrast, this thesis demonstrates that 

instead of supplementing the verbal input with information from the PowerPoint 

slides, the participants rarely used the slides in this way, and instead reading 

usually replaces listening as the main source of input. Field (2019) does 

acknowledge that L2 listeners may find it difficult to link spoken input and written 

information on slides because lecturers often paraphrase and elaborate on the 

information written on their slides. My results support Field’s opinion on this, 

with students commenting that they were both often unable to connect the 

spoken input with the information on the slides, and to identify when lecturers 

were reading from slides and when they were adding additional information. 

 

In contrast to the lack of research into the impact of PowerPoint slides on 

postgraduate L2 students’ lecture comprehension, research into the perceptions 

of undergraduate students more generally, i.e. with no specified first language, 

has identified that students usually feel positive about the use of slides in 

lectures. This is because those students think that PowerPoint slides give them 

something to focus on instead of just listening (Clark, 2008, Hill et al., 2012), 
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and that slides help them follow the organisation of a lecture, identify main 

points, and take notes (e.g. Frey and Birnbaum, 2002, Hill et al., 2012, 

Levasseur and Kanan Sawyer, 2006, Susskind, 2005). The findings of this 

thesis identify a number of differences between the perceptions of the 

postgraduate L2 student participants and the cohorts of undergraduate students 

referred to above. None of the L2 students interviewed thought that the slides 

helped them focus. In fact, as previously identified, if the students were 

attempting to listen to the lecturer, the PowerPoint slides were seen as a 

distraction. In addition, only two students mentioned that slides helped them 

follow the organisation of a lecture, and these comments were connected to 

viewing PowerPoint slides before a lecture rather than within it. Some students 

did think that the slides helped with note-taking but these comments were again 

made in connection to students having access to slides before a lecture. The L2 

students’ perceptions about the benefits of receiving copies of PowerPoint 

slides before a lecture demonstrate that this is an important action for lecturers 

to take. However, the students commented that some of their lecturers did not 

upload their PowerPoint slides to the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) before 

a lecture, or uploaded the slides close to the start of the lecture so that there 

was little time available to review them in advance. This suggests that some 

lecturers may not be aware of the benefits to L2 students of viewing PowerPoint 

slides in advance.  

 

The differences between the perceptions of the students in this thesis and 

previous research related to undergraduate students also highlight that if L2 

students are unable to quickly and successfully process the spoken input, then 

the additional effort required to process the slides means that PowerPoint slides 

have less benefits for L2 students. Presenting on-screen text which is identical 

to spoken words, something which a number of students commented on as 

being problematic, puts a high cognitive load on the working memory and 

interferes with the learner’s ability to transfer information to the long-term 

memory (Ayres and Sweller, 2014, Centre for Education Statistics and 

Evaluation, 2017, Yue et al., 2013). Most of the students interviewed also 

thought that PowerPoint slides with pictures or limited text were more beneficial 

for comprehension than slides with heavy use of text, as there was less 
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language to process. However, whilst using pictures on slides is likely to reduce 

the load on students’ working memory within lectures, it also reduces the 

support which L2 students perceive that they gain from seeing language in 

written form. Further research is clearly required into how PowerPoint slides can 

be best used to support L2 students’ lecture comprehension. This information 

should then be disseminated throughout higher education.  

 

6.2.2.2. The impact of note-taking on lecture comprehension 

The students perceived that note-taking had a negative effect on their lecture 

comprehension as they considered it difficult or impossible to listen and write 

simultaneously, and thought that they missed sections of input whilst writing 

notes. These perceptions are similar to both postgraduate and undergraduate 

L2 students surveyed in previous research who either identified that note-taking 

is a distraction to listening (e.g. Badger et al., 2001, Dunkel and Davy, 1989, 

Flowerdew and Miller, 1992, Mulligan and Kirkpatrick, 2000) or that students 

cannot listen and write at the same time (Biggs and Tang, 2011). This, 

therefore, calls into question the high focus often given on EAP pre-sessional 

courses to note-taking. The students said that at the start of their PGT course, 

they attempted to take notes on all the important points made by a lecturer, 

writing as many notes as possible. This corresponded with the note-taking 

strategies which they had been taught on Course X. However, as their course 

progressed, some of the students identified that they took fewer notes and 

focused only on writing notes about key points, things that interested them, or 

new information. Whilst this should have allowed the students to direct more 

attention to what lecturers were saying, none of the students made a connection 

between taking fewer notes and improved lecture comprehension. Nonetheless, 

it does demonstrate that some students abandoned the note-taking approach 

which they had been taught on Course X, and moved towards what they 

perceived to be a more suitable form of note-taking. 

 

As outlined in Chapter 2, there are two potential ways in which note-taking may 

assist learning within lectures. Firstly, notes taken during lectures can provide 

an external store of information which can be reviewed later. However, as the 

students reported that they could not listen and write simultaneously, this would 
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never be a complete record of the lecture (Biggs and Tang, 2011). A further 

issue is that the act of note-taking increases the cognitive burden on the 

working memory, potentially reducing aural comprehension, and thus making it 

difficult for L2 students to take notes in enough detail to be beneficial during 

review. The notes which the students took during the observed lectures (see 

Appendix 11 for examples) were usually not very detailed and did not represent 

a full record of the lecture content, even though students sometimes said that 

they had taken more notes than usual because the lecture was part of my 

research project.  

 

Even if L2 students could make comprehensive notes during a lecture, they 

would still need to review those notes. Most of the students reported that they 

did nothing with their notes, or that they sometimes gave their notes a quick 

scan before the next lecture to remind themselves of the previous lecture 

content. This is in line with previous research which has shown that L2 students 

show little enthusiasm for revisiting lecture notes after a lecture (Badger et al., 

2001, Lee, 2019). A further issue is that, in order to learn from the notes, it is 

not enough to just passively reread notes them (Peverly and Wolf, 2019). 

Instead, students need to repeatedly actively engage in the reconstruction and 

reconceptualization of lecture notes, and this should be combined with attempts 

to recall the lecture content without the aid of notes (Peverly and Wolf, 2019). 

As the students reported that it was difficult to find time just to keep up with the 

pre-lecture reading, it is unlikely that they would have had time to review and 

learn from content recorded in notes, even if they had made comprehensive 

notes and knew how to make the best use of them. The type of note-taking 

which the students were taught on Course X therefore seems to have very little 

value and may, in fact, have had a negative impact on their lecture 

comprehension due to the additional cognitive effort required to carry it out.  

 

The second way in which note-taking is thought to assist learning is that, if 

notes are taken about the listener’s understanding of the input rather than just 

recording the input verbatim, this may help listeners actively process the aural 

input and store it in their long-term memory (Di Vesta and Gray, 1972). Most of 

the lecturers identified this as a reason why students should take notes during 
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lectures. However, Lecturer 5 said that he consciously told students not to take 

notes as he felt that the act of writing distracted students from engaging with the 

lecture content. The high density of information within lectures, usually delivered 

at a rapid speed without pauses for note-taking, often combined with low 

familiarity with the topic, is actually likely to make it difficult for students to 

understand a lecture and take encoding notes even when listening to a lecture 

given in L1 (Peverly and Wolf, 2019). Some of the students did state in later 

interviews that they made notes about their interpretations of the input, such as 

ideas which may be useful for their dissertation. However, given the difficulties 

which the students reported with aural processing, the cognitive effort required 

to process the spoken input for a literal interpretation, apply meaning, and make 

notes on their interpretation of that meaning, are likely to impede the chances of 

encoding occurring during note-taking for L2 students with a language level 

equivalent to IELTS 6.5.  

 

The student perceptions therefore raise questions about the benefits of any 

form of note-taking within lectures for L2 students. This is another area in which 

further research is required, particularly as many live face-to-face lectures in the 

UK are now recorded. The recording of lectures changes the format from a one-

off listening event to a learning tool which can be revisited in order to develop 

understanding. EAP pre-sessional courses may better prepare students for their 

academic courses by developing note-taking skills which can be used in 

association with recordings, for example, making a note of the time in a lecture 

when comprehension breaks down so that that section of the recording can be 

watched later, instead of focusing on transcription note-taking. The 

development of note-taking skills within an EAP pre-sessional course will be 

discussed further in section 6.5. 

 

 

 

 



189 
 

6.3. Research Question 2 

Research Question 2. How do these students’ perceptions regarding the factors 

which affect their lecture comprehension change from their entry into the 

university as pre-sessional EAP students to the end of the taught input on their 

master’s programmes? 

 

As identified in Chapter 5, the most significant change in students’ perceptions 

occurred between their pre-sessional course and their master’s course, with 

many more comprehension issues raised once the students started their 

master’s degrees. In interviews one and two, whilst discussing issues 

associated with understanding the Course X listening texts, the students 

focused predominantly on lower-level aural processing and note-taking factors. 

There was little mention of issues which could be linked to their higher-level 

aural processing, although, when asked to predict issues which might affect 

lecture comprehension during their academic course, the students were 

concerned about their lack of subject knowledge and subject-specific 

vocabulary. During first two interviews, the students also did not mention other 

comprehension factors beyond processing the spoken input, such as 

developing subject knowledge via any pre-lecture reading. The findings, 

therefore, raise questions about the design of pre-sessional EAP courses which 

aim to help L2 students transition into UK higher education at postgraduate 

level.  

 

For a pre-sessional EAP course to be successful, learning from the EAP course 

should transfer to the students’ real-world academic contexts (James, 2014). 

However, the results of this research show that the Course X listening strand 

did not achieve this with a great deal of success, even though one of its aims 

was to teach students to be more effective in lectures. In interview 6, the 

students were asked how Course X had helped them prepare for academic 

lectures. Whilst most of the students were positive about the pre-sessional 

course overall, four students said that the course had not helped them with their 

lecture comprehension. Of the other three students, one student commented 

that the course had improved her general language ability and this had helped 
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her understand lectures, one student thought that Course X had helped with 

note-taking skills, and one student thought that Course X had helped her 

identify signposting language. Only one other study has been found which 

compares students’ lecture comprehension between a pre-sessional EAP 

course and an academic course. Lee (2019) interviewed four L2 master’s level 

management students, who had previously attended a pre-sessional EAP 

course at a British university, about their lecture listening experiences. Whilst 

Lee’s research was carried out for her MA TESOL dissertation, and was 

therefore very limited in scale, the results were similar to those of the students 

in this thesis. Lee’s participants reported that listening in lectures was more 

difficult than on their pre-sessional course, and that they found the discipline-

specific content, the large number of PowerPoint slides used in lectures, and 

note-taking to be problematic. This suggests that the gap between the lecture 

preparation activities on a pre-sessional EAP course and the reality of lecture 

comprehension on a master’s programme is not just a problem on Course X. 

Potential ways in which pre-sessional courses could better prepare students for 

their academic lectures will be discussed in section 6.5. 

 

In contrast to the significant change in perceptions between the pre-sessional 

course and their master’s courses, the themes and sub-themes which the 

students raised during their master’s modules were discussed consistently. This 

indicates that the students experienced significant on-going issues with lecture 

comprehension, even at the end of the taught input on their master’s 

programmes. There appear to be only two previous studies which have 

considered L2 students’ perceptions regarding lecture comprehension 

longitudinally during an academic course, and it was not the main focus of 

either study. Flowerdew and Miller (1992) found that undergraduate students 

self-rated as having little change in their comprehension ability over one 

semester. In contrast, Terraschke and Wahid (2011) found that L2 students 

enrolled on a postgraduate accountancy conversion course, interviewed in their 

third term, thought that they had stopped finding lectures difficult for one of two 

reasons: either their listening had improved or they had just accepted that they 

would not understand everything.  
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Within English language teaching, due to the hidden nature of the development 

of listening skills, listening is often incorrectly viewed as a skill which will 

develop simply through exposure to aural input in L2 (Field, 2010). In fact, L2 

listeners may not develop effective listening strategies without teacher 

instruction (Graham et al., 2008), and they may even develop poor listening 

habits and repeat the same listening mistakes if left to develop their own 

listening strategies (Siegel, 2011). Whilst most of the students thought that their 

lecture comprehension had improved between interview three and interview six, 

they were vague about why this may have been, suggesting that it was possibly 

due to improved subject knowledge or subject-specific vocabulary knowledge, 

or improved familiarity with either the lecturer or the style of lectures more 

generally. Furthermore, as Course X had not prepared the students adequately 

for the lectures on their academic course, this meant that the students had to 

develop comprehension skills and strategies at the same time as attempting to 

process input and learn content knowledge. During interviews three to six, the 

students did discuss using some strategies to reduce the cognitive effort in 

lectures, for example, taking less notes or reading the PowerPoint rather than 

listening. However, this provides a further reason for pre-sessional EAP courses 

to prepare students more appropriately for their PGT lectures. 

 

6.4. Research Question 3 

Research Question 3. How are these students’ perceptions of the factors which 

affect their lecture comprehension similar to or different from those of EAP 

tutors who teach on the pre-sessional EAP course and academic lecturers who 

teach on their master’s programmes? 

 

6.4.1. EAP tutor perceptions 

The research within this thesis seems to be the only reported research in which 

EAP tutors have been asked about their perceptions of students’ academic 

lecture experiences. It highlights a significant lack of EAP tutor knowledge in 

this area. When asked about the lecture comprehension problems which L2 

students might experience, the EAP tutors’ answers were often surprisingly 
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vague. For example, whilst the majority of the EAP tutors agreed with the 

students that lack of subject knowledge or subject-specific vocabulary would 

impact on the students’ lecture comprehension, these were often very general 

comments related to students changing discipline for their master’s course. 

Similarly, although the EAP tutors made passing references to factors which 

might impact on L2 students’ ability to effectively apply lower-level aural 

processing, the only lower-level processing issue which the tutors discussed in 

any detail was the decoding of connected speech. Many of the tutors also had 

limited knowledge about the lecture contexts which students would experience 

on their academic courses and were therefore unable to envisage most of the 

issues which the L2 students thought impacted on lecture comprehension.  

 

Although the aim of this research was not to evaluate knowledge or practices 

regarding the teaching of lecture comprehension skills, the differences between 

the EAP tutor and student perceptions highlight that the tutors had significant 

gaps in their understanding of both the cognitive processes involved in listening, 

and also of academic lectures at the university more generally. Many tutors 

either explicitly stated or implied that they found listening a difficult skill to teach, 

even though most said that they had received some input related to teaching 

listening as part of either a master’s or diploma level qualification in English 

language teaching. In fact, several tutors thought that instead of teaching 

listening skills, they actually just practised listening in class. This perception is 

not unexpected given the predominantly comprehension checking type activities 

which featured in the Course X materials. Almost all the tutors also thought that 

their knowledge about teaching academic listening was lower than their 

knowledge about teaching all three of the other academic skills of reading, 

writing and speaking. These interview responses confirm Vandergrift and Goh’s 

(2018) unevidenced claim that many EAP tutors feel lacking in skills and 

knowledge to teach listening. However, in line with the paucity of research 

regarding academic listening, there appears to be no other specific research 

regarding EAP tutors’ knowledge or practices when teaching academic listening 

or lecture comprehension skills. If tutors need a good understanding of listening 

processes in order to be able to plan ‘systematic and theoretically-principled’ 

listening lessons (Vandergrift and Goh, 2018, p.162), and to make pragmatic 
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choices in the classroom informed by research (Deroey, 2018, Siegel, 2014), 

then the knowledge gap identified in this thesis is clearly problematic for the 

development of L2 students’ lecture comprehension skills.  

 

Only two of the EAP tutors spoke confidently about what might happen in an 

academic lecture. Both of these tutors had recently completed a master’s 

course and therefore had first-hand experience of PGT study. They both gave 

examples of how their experiences of postgraduate study appeared to be 

different to the lectures which Course X prepared students for, and questioned 

the appropriacy of the Course X content. For example, both tutors discussed 

having more written support, such as handouts or access to PowerPoint slides, 

before lectures on their academic courses, which reduced the need for the 

detailed style of note-taking taught on Course X. The EAP senior manager, who 

was approaching the end of a master’s level qualification, also gave a clear 

description from their own experience about how listening in a lecture may 

involve bringing together knowledge from other input, such as reading or 

previous lectures, a skill that was not practised on Course X. Whilst these three 

EAP practitioners identified that Course X did not prepare students for the 

reality of academic lectures, none of the EAP practitioners interviewed 

appeared to have given any consideration to the cognitive challenges faced by 

L2 students in a lecture due to not only having to listen but also to read 

PowerPoint slides or attempt to take notes, nor the impact that this may have on 

learning. This is possibly due to the focus solely on academic listening, rather 

than on more holistic lecture comprehension skills in the Course X syllabus.  

 

Previous research has argued that EAP tutors who teach postgraduate students 

should have experience of postgraduate study themselves because it informs 

tutors about the likely challenges faced by EAP students (Bell, 2016, Campion, 

2016). However, if an EAP tutor’s own post-graduate qualification was 

completed in L1 rather than L2 then it would only give them a partial insight into 

the cognitive effort required to study in L2. It would, therefore, seem imprudent 

to leave the development of EAP tutors’ knowledge about how to prepare L2 

students for their academic lecture experiences only to information which they 

can transfer from their own study experiences. In addition, whilst the two EAP 
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tutors referred to above identified differences between their own study 

experiences and that which Course X prepared students for, they only 

questioned the appropriacy of the Course X materials, and did not indicate that 

they used knowledge from their own experiences to deviate from the Course X 

materials in any way. The professional development of EAP tutors will be 

returned to in section 6.5. 

 

6.4.2. Lecturer perceptions 

All the lecturers interviewed for this thesis thought that it was difficult to 

determine how much students had understood in a lecture. However, they all 

agreed with the students that one of the main factors affecting comprehension 

was likely to be the lecture content, with theoretical content being viewed as 

more difficult to understand than practical content. The lecturers and students 

also held similar views regarding the negative impact of inadequate vocabulary 

knowledge on comprehension. However, as mentioned in section 6.2, there 

were divergences in the perceptions of the various lecturers, and between the 

lecturers and the students, about other factors raised by the students, such as 

the benefits of pre-lecture reading for lecture comprehension. This suggests 

that lecturers require more information about the challenges faced by L2 

students, with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5., in lectures and this will 

be discussed further in section 6.6. 

 

Whilst there is literature regarding academic teaching staff’s opinions about 

teaching L2 students generally (e.g. Bond, 2020, Fallon and Brown, 1999, 

Robson and Turner, 2007), no previous studies have been found which 

compare L2 student and academic lecturer perceptions regarding factors 

affecting lecture comprehension. As part of a wider study, Hall and Wai-Ching 

Sung (2009) identified that lecturers often though that students’ learning 

difficulties were caused by their language ability, stating that a language level 

equivalent to IELTS 6.5 was not sufficiently high enough to study a 

postgraduate business course at a British university. Hall and Wai-Ching Sung’s 

results are in contrast to the results obtained for this thesis. Only one lecturer, 

Lecturer 5, voiced concerns that some students just did not have a high enough 
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English language level to cope with PGT study. It is unclear why the lecturers 

held differing views to the participants in Hall and Wai-Ching Sung (2009), 

however, it may be because the lecturers interviewed for this thesis were only 

asked about lecture comprehension, whilst the Hall and Wai-Ching Sung (2009) 

explored a wider range of student learning experiences.   

 

One of the most striking aspects to emerge from the lecturer interviews was that 

whilst the students accepted lectures as a form of teaching which they would 

inevitably be exposed to, the lecturers raised concerns about the structure of 

the module, the reliance on transactional lectures as the main mode of 

teaching, and whether having only two hours of seminar time per module was 

appropriate. Lecturer 3 even questioned why students had to attend lectures, 

stating that students could obtain all the input through other means. Some 

university teaching guides (e.g. Harland, 2012, Race, 2015) similarly claim that 

large group, mono-directional lectures no longer have a key role in providing 

information to students, as most content can be found on the internet or in a 

textbook, or could be summarised in a handout. Whilst the other lecturers 

interviewed did not call for an end to the large lecture format, four of the five 

lecturers did think that L2 students would benefit from more seminars. This was 

because they felt that L2 students are often reluctant to ask questions in large 

lectures and seminars provide more opportunity to determine how much of the 

content L2 students understand. In addition, the lecturers felt that in seminars a 

lecturer can ‘force discussion’ (Lecturer 5) and include more interactive 

activities. Each lecturer observed for this thesis included at least one task in 

which students were asked to discuss a question in small groups. However, in a 

large lecture theatre, with at least eighty students, it was difficult for the 

lecturers to determine whether the students were on task and if they were 

experiencing any difficulties. As the comment below illustrates, the discussion 

activities may not always have been carried out as the lecturer intended.  
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Extract 6.1. 

Interview 4 

JK 

 

 

Student 1 

 

 

 

 

at the end of the lecture when she put you into groups and 

you talked about the article (.) what did you discuss in your 

group 

actually is no discussion because in my group we are 3 

people (.) but only me read the article (.) so my friend ask 

me to tell them how the article talk about (.) is no discussion 
 

Two of the lecturers suggested that the underlying reason for the prevalence of 

large-group lectures was that it is more economical for the university, given the 

large number of students registered on the School of Management PGT 

programmes. At the time of writing, the Coronavirus pandemic means that a 

large amount of higher education teaching and learning in the UK is taking 

place online, and the future role of face-to-face, large-group, mono-directional 

lectures is uncertain. However, the design of many universities, with more 

capacity for large lectures than smaller seminar type classes, and institutional 

staff deployment models based around this form of teaching (Brown, 2015), 

mean that large-group lectures may well return once social distancing rules are 

relaxed. Some of the possible implications for higher education which emerged 

from the results of this thesis will be explored in section 6.6. 

 

6.5. Implications for EAP  

As discussed in section 6.3, the significant changes in student perceptions 

between their pre-sessional EAP course and their master’s courses 

demonstrate that the listening strand of Course X did not adequately prepare 

students for their real-world academic lecture experiences. This finding has 

implications for the design and delivery of pre-sessional EAP courses, such as 

Course X, which aim to develop both students’ language level and their 

academic skills. The differences in the perceptions of the EAP tutors and the L2 

students also raise questions related to EAP tutor training and, in particular, 

tutors who are employed on temporary contracts for summer pre-sessional 
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courses. Both of these issues will be discussed in this section. This section also 

contains extracts from the interview with the EAP senior manager. These were 

not included in Chapters 4 or 5 as they do not directly answer any of the 

research questions. They do, however, provide important background 

information regarding the design of the Course X listening strand and have 

been included here to contextualise some of the discussion. 

 

6.5.1. Pre-sessional EAP course design 

Firstly, the students perceived significant problems with both the lower- and 

higher-level processing of the spoken lecture input. As identified in Chapter 1, 

the Course X listening materials generally followed a comprehension approach 

(Field, 2008c). This meant that most tasks emphasised the product of listening, 

testing how much students had understood via comprehension checking 

questions, instead of helping students to improve their cognitive listening skills. 

A further issue with the comprehension approach is that it does not even 

practice the same cognitive skills required to understand an academic lecture 

(Field, 2011). It therefore seems to be a very limited approach to take when 

preparing EAP students for their future lecture experiences. Despite this, both 

Field (2011) and Flowerdew and Miller (2014) claim that most EAP listening 

tasks involve answering comprehension questions, although neither identify 

why this is the case. This suggests that Course X was not unusual in testing 

rather than teaching listening skills. The reasons for the focus on 

comprehension checking within EAP cannot be confidently stated here, 

however, critical reviews of selected EFL textbooks (e.g. Ableeva and Stranks, 

2013, Hill and Tomlinson, 2013) have found that most activities focus on the 

product of listening rather than the process of listening. It may be that EAP’s 

focus on comprehension checking has been influenced by materials design 

within the wider EFL field.  

 

The interview with the EAP senior manager did provide some insight into the 

design of the Course X listening materials. The senior manager suggested that 

materials had to be ‘teachable’ and ‘foolproofed’ due to the wide range of tutors 

who were likely to teach on Course X. 
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Extract 6.2 

EAP Senior 

Manager 

 

one of the things that we have to do is we have to be able to 

give these materials to teachers who have varying levels of 

competence and skill and experience and we have to know 

that they're gonna work […] for example it's much easier to 

(.) to write a lesson around something like um (4) you know 

completing a diagram (.) showing the main points of a 

lecture […] it's much more difficult to do a lesson around you 

know what kind of critical thought processes should you be 

engaging in (.) whilst you're listening to a lecture (.) and 

what would you have written down on the page as a result of 

that 

  

The knowledge of EAP tutors regarding the teaching of academic listening and 

lecture comprehension skills will be discussed in more detail later in this 

section. However, designing materials because they are easy for EAP tutors to 

teach, rather than because they develop skills which L2 students need for their 

academic studies, seems to be a flawed approach. This is not only because it 

fails to meet the needs of the EAP students, but also because well-designed 

materials can often raise inexperienced tutors’ knowledge of pedagogic issues 

(Harwood, 2005). EAP tutors in the UK usually develop their knowledge of 

teaching EAP on the job, rather than through initial teacher training courses 

(Ding and Campion, 2016). Therefore, avoiding tasks in materials because EAP 

tutors may find them difficult to teach, whilst at the same time expecting those 

tutors to develop professionally when teaching EAP, is unlikely to benefit either 

the tutors or the students.  

 

A further issue with the design of the Course X listening strand was that the 

materials used short, isolated listening texts which did not build on or contrast 

content heard, read or discussed in other lessons. The students also only had 

to retain information from a listening text for just long enough to answer 

comprehension questions or, at the very most, until the end of the lesson. In 

contrast, during a master’s module there is likely to be frequent recycling of 

concepts and vocabulary both within a lecture series and across other sources 
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of input as part of the learning process (Alexander et al., 2008, Stoller, 2016). 

This recycling of concepts requires students to relate content to both past and 

future knowledge and experiences, using different cognitive processes to those 

required when listening to a short text in an EAP classroom (Benson, 1989). 

Course X does not appear to have been unusual in its course design as EAP 

listening texts do not usually build on each other and have little recycling of 

vocabulary or connections between ideas (Alexander et al., 2008). Additionally, 

EAP texts are usually chosen for their linguistic content rather than to develop 

any subject knowledge (Cowley-Hasleden, 2020). This means that activities to 

improve the higher-level processes of meaning construction and discourse 

representation may be reduced to a focus only on linguistic features, such as 

identifying discourse markers which help structure a lecture (Bruce, 2011, 

Jordan, 1997). However, as discussed in Chapter 2, the discourse markers in 

EAP listening texts are unlikely to be representative of those used in real 

lectures and, in real academic lectures, students are actually often left to infer 

connections (Field, 2011).  

 

The differences in the cognitive processing skills required to understand an 

academic lecture and those used when listening to EAP texts are likely to have 

impacted on the students’ perceptions. Whilst in interviews three to six, the 

students were very focused on the impact of the lecture content on their 

comprehension, when discussing the Course X listening texts, the students 

predominantly raised issues associated with lower-level listening processes, 

such as speaker pronunciation. This is probably because the design of the 

Course X materials gave the students little opportunity to practise or develop 

higher-level cognitive aural processing skills, and therefore the students were 

unaware of their importance for lecture comprehension during the first two 

interviews.  

 

Even though most EAP materials may take a comprehension approach to 

listening, incorporating activities which develop both lower- and higher-level 

cognitive aural processing skills into a pre-sessional EAP scheme of work is 

possible. However, it does require more planning than simply writing a list of 

comprehension questions to accompany a listening text. Field (2008c) outlines 
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the process approach as an alternative to checking comprehension in listening 

classes. In this approach, the aim is to practice a single aspect of cognitive 

processing so intensively that it improves automatic processing of aural input 

(Field, 2008c). On an EAP pre-sessional course, shorter clips of longer lectures 

could be used to develop lower-level aural processing, such as including 

activities in which students transcribe short extracts to focus on weak forms and 

features of connected speech (Field, 2008c, Field, 2011, Field, 2019). Active 

development of L2 students’ lower-level listening processes improves their 

lecture comprehension as students will be better able to obtain the literal 

meaning of the input, and to move that input quickly from their working memory 

to their long-term memory in order to apply higher-level processing.  

 

The development of higher-level listening skills may be more difficult to develop 

within an EAP pre-sessional course as students’ ideally need to listen to a 

series of texts which are connected in topic, and from which they are expected 

to learn something, in order to help improve the meaning and discourse 

processing skills necessary to understand a lecture. Field (2008c, 2011, 2019) 

suggests several ways in which meaning construction and discourse 

representation skills can be developed as part of the process approach to 

teaching listening. For example, a pre-sessional EAP course could include 

activities which increase L2 students’ abilities to interpret intonation, such as 

giving students a transcript, asking them to mark the stressed word(s), and then 

to identify why the speaker chose to stress those words (Field, 2008c). This 

would help develop meaning construction skills. Pausing a lecture recording 

and asking students to feedback on what they have just heard and how it 

relates to the immediately preceding information, previous sections of the 

lecture, or previously heard lectures helps develop both meaning construction 

and discourse representation skills (Field, 2011). However, to develop more 

realistic higher-level aural cognitive processing skills, and to increase students’ 

overall lecture comprehension skills, this thesis argues that pre-sessional EAP 

courses need to move away from treating academic listening as an isolated 

skill. Instead, pre-sessional courses should help students develop skills to use 

all the available tools, such as PowerPoint slides and pre-lecture reading, to aid 

their lecture comprehension and this cannot be done by focusing purely on 
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listening. For example, as EAP monographs (e.g. Alexander et al., 2008, de 

Chazal, 2014, Newton et al., 2018) discuss academic listening rather than 

lecture comprehension, the impact of PowerPoint slides on lecture 

comprehension is rarely mentioned. Similarly, on pre-sessional EAP courses, 

reading is usually viewed as input for writing (Hirvela, 2016), rather than as 

support for listening. This is likely to be because reading texts are often used in 

EAP classrooms to both develop reading skills and strategies, and also to 

provide models of written language use and organisational features of written 

texts (Alexander et al., 2008). 

 

One way in which EAP pre-sessional courses could develop more holistic 

lecture comprehension skills is via an integrated scheme of work in which 

students are expected to acquire knowledge about a topic via a series of 

reading and listening texts, and then produce associated spoken and written 

output. This would provide a more realistic experience for students and would 

enable EAP practitioners to incorporate activities in which students use both 

reading texts and PowerPoint slides to prepare for a lecture. The provision of 

listening texts with associated PowerPoint slides would also enable EAP 

practitioners to help students develop skills to make best use of the slides within 

a lecture, such as making decisions about when to read and when to listen. A 

further potential benefit of an integrated pre-sessional scheme of work is that it 

would enable more appropriate note-taking skills to be taught. The use of 

isolated listening texts on most pre-sessional EAP courses means that the only 

note-taking skills which can realistically be taught are those which help students 

make a written record for later review. However, as already identified in this 

thesis, this is likely to be highly cognitively challenging for L2 students and 

hinders them from processing the spoken input. In contrast, using a series of 

lectures, connected to reading texts, would enable a pre-sessional course to 

help students develop strategies for taking notes on their thoughts or 

interpretations of the input, or points which need to be clarified after the lecture, 

rather than just recording what is said. 

 

A final issue to be discussed here regarding the development of lecture 

comprehension skills on a pre-sessional EAP course, is the importance which 
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the students placed on vocabulary knowledge. Failure to include planned 

teaching of vocabulary does not appear to be an isolated issue only associated 

with Course X. Whilst developing vocabulary knowledge is often seen as being 

essential for EAP students, particularly with reference to reading (Alexander et 

al., 2008, Bruce, 2011, Cobb and Horst, 2001), in a course syllabus, the 

development of vocabulary knowledge may actually be covered only indirectly 

during the development of reading skills (Alexander et al., 2008, Jordan, 1997).  

With regard to lecture comprehension, there are two problems with this. Firstly, 

L2 listeners cannot carry out a successful cognitive lexical search if they do not 

know the word they are searching for. Secondly, if academic vocabulary is 

learnt as a by-product of reading then L2 students may only be able to 

recognise new lexical items visually and not aurally. The students raised both 

these issues as impacting on their lecture comprehension. It is therefore 

important for pre-sessional courses to both develop students’ academic 

vocabulary knowledge, and also to develop aural recognition of new vocabulary, 

rather than just focusing on the written form (Ward, 2018).  

 

One reason why a focus on vocabulary may be absent from pre-sessional 

listening strands is that deciding which vocabulary to teach is not necessarily 

easy for materials developers. Whilst there are lists of the most frequently 

occurring general academic vocabulary, such as the Academic Word List (AWL) 

(Coxhead, 2000) and the Academic Vocabulary List (Gardner and Davies, 

2013), both are representative of written rather than spoken texts (Gardner and 

Davies, 2013). The AWL has, in fact, been found to have low coverage in 

academic lectures (Dang and Webb, 2014, Thompson, 2006). Even though 

there are lecture corpora, such as the British Academic Spoken English (BASE) 

corpus, as yet there does not appear to be an AWL or AVL equivalent for 

lecture vocabulary. A further issue is that the use of lexical items is likely to vary 

in ‘range, frequency, collocation, and meaning’ across disciplines (Hyland and 

Tse, 2007, p.235). On an English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP) pre-

sessional course such as Course X, where students are not separated by 

discipline, decisions need to be made about which vocabulary to focus on. The 

EAP senior manager suggested that an underlying reason for the heavy skills 
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focus on Course X was that teaching skills is easier than making decisions 

about which language is relevant. 

 

Extract 6.3. 

EAP Senior 

Manager 

if you start teaching more language you have to make 

decisions about what language that is and that leads to 

decisions about ok how (3) relevant is this language (.) to 

this specific discipline (.) whereas if you take a skill (.) like 

listening for main points that’s much more easily 

generalizable over multiple disciplines and therefore it's a 

much easier sell to the students (.) it's a much easier sell to 

the to the teachers as well (.) so I guess there's an appeal to 

teaching skills in that sense 

 

However, even if it is difficult to determine which language is most appropriate 

to teach for lecture comprehension, the systematic teaching of vocabulary from 

a corpus-based list, such as the AWL or the AVL, is likely to have some impact 

on L2 students’ ability to read pre-lecture texts, which in turn may assist with 

higher-level processing. If those words were taught to be recognised aurally as 

well as visually, then this could only have a positive impact on L2 students’ 

lower-level aural processing.  

 

As alluded to in the quote from the senior manager above, another way to 

potentially improve students’ vocabulary knowledge is to provide more subject-

specific pre-sessional EAP input. There is much debate within EAP about 

whether courses should take an English for General Academic Purposes 

(EGAP) or English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP) approach. EGAP 

attempts to teach ‘skills, language forms and study skills thought to be common 

to all disciplines,  whereas ESAP teaches ‘skills and language which are related 

to the demands of a particular discipline or department’ (Hyland, 2006, p.9). 

Pre-sessional courses tend to be predominantly EGAP courses (Pearson, 

2020b). This is not necessarily because EGAP is viewed as a more effective 

way for students to learn, but instead because the diverse range of subject 

areas which students will usually progress to can make it logistically difficult to 
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focus on the texts and practices of one discipline (Alexander et al., 2008, Bond, 

2020, Bruce, 2011). Arguments regarding the merits of ESAP courses usually 

focus on the disciplinary variations in written discourse features which arise due 

to differences in epistemology and communicative practices (e.g. Flowerdew, 

2016, Hyland, 2006). This thesis has highlighted that L2 students may not start 

a PGT course with enough disciplinary content knowledge and associated 

vocabulary to be able to successfully process the spoken input in lectures. As 

aural recognition of subject-specific vocabulary knowledge is important for 

lower-level processing, and relevant background knowledge is important for 

higher-level processing, it would seem likely that attending an ESAP pre-

sessional course, which has a direct connection to the students’ future master’s 

programmes, would be beneficial for L2 students’ future lecture comprehension. 

However, given the logistical issues associated with organising a full ESAP pre-

sessional course, this thesis does not argue that all EAP pre-sessional courses 

should be ESAP. Instead, it suggests that there should be some elements of a 

pre-sessional course which help students develop language and content 

knowledge associated with their future academic course. As a minimum, this 

might involve providing discipline-specific lecture comprehension materials on a 

virtual learning platform which students could study autonomously.  

 

6.5.2. Pre-sessional EAP tutor professional development 

The lack of EAP tutor knowledge about students’ lecture experiences, the 

cognitive challenges experienced by L2 students in lectures, and about teaching 

listening more generally, are clearly another barrier to the effective development 

of lecture comprehension skills during a pre-sessional course. Of the nine EAP 

tutors interviewed for this thesis, only two worked for the university year-round; 

the other tutors were all employed on temporary summer contracts. This was 

representative of the total cohort of Course X tutors. Out of the thirty-four 

Course X summer tutors in 2015, only six (18%) worked for the department 

throughout the year and the remainder were employed just to teach on Course 

X. The number of temporary EAP summer tutor jobs advertised at UK 

universities each year suggests that this is a situation replicated in EAP 

departments across the UK. EAP departments require these additional tutors 
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because student numbers rise dramatically in the summer (Fulcher, 2009), due 

to an influx of students with language proficiency conditions attached to their 

university offer who aim to begin their academic course in October (Bond, 

2020).  

 

Despite the high number of temporary summer tutors working within EAP, the 

development of their knowledge and skills is seldom mentioned within literature 

about EAP tutor training. The scant research which does exist regarding the 

development of EAP practitioner knowledge is usually centred around the 

transition process from teaching general EFL to teaching EAP for practitioners 

who have made a permanent career move (e.g Alexander, 2010, Campion, 

2016, Martin, 2014). In a rare comment relating to temporary tutors, Alexander 

(2010) reports that teaching on pre-sessional courses provides little opportunity 

for EAP tutors to develop their EAP knowledge due to the short and intensive 

nature of these courses. She goes on to say that pre-sessional tutor training is 

often confined to short induction periods that are predominantly taken up with 

management issues. Alexander (2010) also reports anecdotal evidence from 

BALEAP Accreditation Scheme (BAS) assessors, who carry out inspection 

visits to EAP departments, of pre-sessional EAP tutor observations in which 

tutors were unable to link EAP classroom activities to a relevant academic 

context. This suggests that temporary EAP tutors have a lack of knowledge 

about the academic situations which they are preparing students for, which is 

wider than just the lack of knowledge about academic lectures identified in this 

thesis. This is not unexpected given that temporary EAP tutors, employed on 

short-term summer contracts, are unlikely to be able to access institutional 

resources and support which may be available to EAP tutors employed within a 

university on a permanent, year-round contract (Bond, 2020).  

 

The training and development of temporary EAP tutors is a complex issue for 

EAP management to address, as the cohort of tutors on a summer EAP pre-

sessional course is likely to have a diverse range of teaching experiences, with 

some tutors returning year after year to the same institution, whilst others may 

be teaching EAP for the first time. Tailoring a tutor induction and follow-up 

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) programme which is able to 
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address the needs of all tutors on a large pre-sessional course, is therefore 

likely to be challenging. It was the topic of presentations at both a one-day Tutor 

Induction BALEAP BAS event in May 2019 and The Future of EAP BALEAP 

Professional Interest Meeting (PIM) in November 2019, with no consistent 

approach seemingly taken across a range of institutions. It is also outside the 

scope of this thesis to suggest how temporary EAP tutor induction and training 

could be improved. However, developing materials which actually help EAP 

students improve their lecture comprehension skills, as discussed above, and 

which can be clearly rationalised to tutors, would seem to be one step in the 

right direction. In addition, if master’s lectures within an institution are routinely 

recorded on lecture capture software, sample lecture recordings could 

potentially be used within EAP tutor inductions or made available for 

independent viewing. This would enable tutors new to the institution, or new to 

EAP, to obtain an overview of the teaching and learning activities which may 

take place in master’s lectures in different subject areas.  

 

6.5.3. EAP research 

The final point which will be discussed regarding the implications of this thesis for 

EAP is related to research within the field. EAP research is key to identifying the 

needs of students and informing the design and delivery of EAP courses (Bruce, 

2011). However, as described in Chapter 2, EAP research is usually carried out 

by researchers rather than practitioners (Ding and Bruce, 2017, Kirk, 2019), and 

there is often a disconnect between EAP materials and related research (Deroey, 

2018, Hyland, 2006). A further issue is that most EAP research investigates the 

spoken and written language used in academia, using approaches such as 

systemic functional linguistics, discourse analysis, corpus linguistics or genre 

theory (Bond, 2020, Bruce, 2011). There is a dearth of research which considers 

L2 students’ transition from pre-sessional EAP courses to higher education, nor 

their experiences once they have commenced their academic course. Yet, as this 

thesis has demonstrated, research of this type provides a detailed understanding 

of the student experience and target EAP contexts which cannot be achieved via 

text based research (Bruce, 2011, Hyland, 2006, Paltridge and Starfield, 2016). 

The research carried out for this thesis, with its focus on the student voice, has 
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provided valuable insights into the challenges faced by L2 students, with a 

language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, in academic lectures which could not 

have been obtained in other ways. The results can be used to improve EAP 

schemes of work and thus aid the transfer of learning between EAP pre-sessional 

courses and academic courses. More research of this kind, centred around the 

perceptions of students once they have started their academic course, is 

therefore vital to aid L2 students’ transition into British universities and to improve 

their learning experiences. 

6.6. Implications for higher education 

Whilst the focus of this thesis is on lecture comprehension and not on learning, 

the lecturers’ concerns about the effectiveness of transactional lectures as a 

teaching method, combined with the student perceptions about their issues with 

lecture comprehension, raise questions about the benefit that the students 

actually obtained from attending these lectures. As the focus of the research 

was on comprehension and not learning, the students were not asked 

specifically about the development of their content knowledge during lectures. 

However, some student comments suggest that they gained little knowledge 

from lectures. For example, Student 1 (interview 4) said that listening in lectures 

was not important as she could obtain all the necessary information from the 

PowerPoint slides and the required reading. Similarly, Student 6 (interview 5) 

thought that he only obtained a small increase in knowledge from attending 

lectures, and learnt much more from post-lecture reading and review of the 

PowerPoint slides. That is not to say that the students perceived no benefit from 

attending lectures, as comments were also made about specific lectures being 

useful because they updated the student’s knowledge (Student 15: interview 3) 

or had a ‘good teacher’ (Student 8: interview 5), although this student was 

unable to explain why he thought that the lecturer was good. However, both the 

student and the lecturer perceptions raise a number of issues which have 

implications for higher education pedagogy and higher education institutions. 

 

One of the main issues identified in this thesis is that L2 students with a 

language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5 perceive significant problems processing 
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aural input within lectures. These issues are caused both by insufficient 

language knowledge and by a lack of background knowledge about the content 

of the lecture. Whilst it is accepted that there are a wide range of other factors 

which may impact on an L2 student’s ability to succeed academically in the UK, 

including educational background, attitude and motivation, time available for 

study, and ability to adapt (Oliver et al., 2012), due to the focus of this thesis, 

only language ability and subject knowledge will be discussed here. Guidance 

issued by IELTS states that a score of 7.5 or above is acceptable for 

linguistically demanding academic courses such as law, journalism or medicine 

(IELTS, 2007). The guidance also states that a score of 7.0 or above is 

acceptable, and a score of 6.5 or above is probably acceptable, for courses 

which IELTS deem to be less linguistically demanding, such as technology or 

pure mathematics (IELTS, 2007). However, IELTS provide no information 

regarding how to determine whether a subject area is likely to be linguistically 

demanding. Previous research has identified that, despite having the minimum 

language requirement for their course, L2 students may have comprehension 

problems caused by their language level. For example, in Hennebry et al’s 

(2010) study of the linguistic experiences of postgraduate L2 students with an 

IELTS score of 7.5, in an unidentified academic department, students described 

feeling unprepared for the language they encountered on their course and 

identified linguistic problems when carrying out reading, writing, speaking and 

listening tasks within the university. Likewise, in a comparison of L1 and L2 

students, Trenkic and Warmington (2018) found, perhaps predictably, that 

Chinese PGT students with an average IELTS score of between 6.5 and 7.5 

have a significantly smaller vocabulary, understand less of what they have read, 

and are slower at processing language than L1 undergraduate students.  

 

Guidance for university lecturers also often recognises that the language used 

in higher education may be problematic for L2 students. Lecturers are advised 

that even with a high IELTS score, L2 students are likely to struggle ‘at first’ with 

the language requirements of their course (The Higher Education Academy, 

2014, p.3), that students who enter with the minimum language requirement will 

find master’s level study ‘onerous’ and ‘stressful’ (Bamford, 2008, p.3), and that 

one-year master’s level students may not have time to develop the necessary 
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academic language skills (Carroll, 2005). Most of the lecturers interviewed for 

this thesis stated that they modified their teaching in some way, for example, by 

providing additional information on PowerPoint slides, in order to compensate 

for the language issues faced by some L2 students. However, as identified in 

Chapters 4 and 5, these modifications did not always actually make aural 

comprehension easier for the students.  

 

As the purpose of a pre-sessional EAP course is usually to develop the 

academic and language skills necessary for students’ future academic study (de 

Chazal, 2014), it might be expected that L2 students who have attended an 

EAP pre-sessional language course, such as those involved in this research 

project, are better placed to cope with the language demands of their master’s 

course than those who enter the university directly with the required IELTS 

score. However, research (e.g. Oliver et al., 2012, Thorpe et al., 2017, Trenkic 

and Warmington, 2018) has shown that L2 students who attend an EAP 

preparation programme in order to meet the language requirement of their 

course do less well academically than L2 students who directly enter the 

university having demonstrated their language level via an internationally 

recognised language test such as IELTS. The reasons for this are unclear, 

although Thorpe et al. (2017) make two suggestions. The first reason why EAP 

students may be less successful than direct entry students is that L2 students 

who are required to attend a pre-sessional programme may be academically 

weaker than direct entry students (Thorpe et al., 2017). Secondly, pre-sessional 

courses may not actually improve L2 students’ language level as much as 

expected (Thorpe et al., 2017). For logistical reasons, most pre-sessional EAP 

programmes rely on in-house assessment rather than on students retaking an 

IELTS test (Pearson, 2020b), and therefore there is potential for pre-sessional 

assessments to demonstrate a false equivalent to IELTS if they have not been 

rigorously designed. In addition, whilst it is often stated that students can 

increase their English language level by one overall IELTS band after two 

hundred hours of face-to-face study, this figure is actually derived from a 

predecessor of the IELTS test (Green, 2005). Research to determine whether 

the formula is applicable to IELTS has proved inconclusive (Green, 2005). 

Although a pre-sessional EAP course, such as Course X, may claim to be able 
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to increase a student’s language level by IELTS band in 200 hours, if the 

students take an in-house assessment at the end of the course, it is difficult to 

verify whether this increase actually occurs. This thesis makes no attempt to 

compare the lecture comprehension skills of direct entry L2 students with L2 

students who have completed a pre-sessional EAP course, nor to demonstrate 

that the assessed language level of the interviewed students was indeed 

equivalent to IELTS 6.5. However, the data shows that students who exit a pre-

sessional EAP course with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5 are likely to 

perceive significant issues with the lower-level processing of lecture content, 

and that these issues will negatively impact on their ability to understand 

lectures.  

 

Although it would be easy to conclude that universities should alter their entry 

requirements for L2 students, this is unlikely to occur. IELTS 6.5 is the most 

common minimum entry requirement for postgraduate courses at higher 

education institutions in the UK (Pearson, 2020b). Any argument that the 

minimum language level should be raised may prove futile. This is because 

universities are unlikely to increase the minimum language requirement for a 

master’s course to a level above the sector norm as this will have a significant 

impact on the marketability of a course to international students, who provide 

enormous revenue to British universities (Murray, 2016b). With regard to 

subject knowledge, even within this very small sample of students, one of the 

seven students had an undergraduate degree completely unrelated to her 

master’s course, and had no relevant work-experience, whilst other students 

had only tangentially-related undergraduate degrees or work experience. 

Accepting students with little or no relevant background knowledge onto a 

master’s programme is again likely to be driven by the commercial desire of the 

institution to recruit a large number of international, fee-paying PGT students, 

even if it means compromising on the knowledge level of the incoming students.  

 

It should also be pointed out here that even though L2 students may enter a 

British university with a language level or lack of background knowledge which 

may significantly hinder lecture comprehension, most of those students will still 

probably pass their master’s courses. Whilst the pass rate for the MSc 
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Management and the MSc Accounting and Finance courses which the students 

in this study attended are unknown, Lecturer 2 estimated that almost all the 

registered cohort passed her module. If a large number of L2 students failed 

their PGT programmes, this would in turn affect the reputation of the course and 

hinder future student recruitment. This therefore suggests that even though 

much of their time spent attending transactional lectures may be unproductive 

because of comprehension issues, L2 students with this language level will find 

other strategies to cope with and pass their course. However, universities could 

clearly do more to support these students during their higher education journey. 

As British universities are unlikely to change the minimum entry requirements 

for L2 students, the onus is on EAP and academic departments to provide 

appropriate support for L2 students so that attending a traditional, mono-

directional lecture is not simply a time-filling activity which has to be carried out 

because of institutional expectations and to meet the attendance requirements 

for General Student (Tier 4) UK visas. 

 

There are a number of adjustments which can be made to the format of the 

observed lectures in order to improve the students’ comprehension of the 

spoken input and, consequently, their potential to learn within the lectures. One 

simple step which lecturers could take is to put pauses in mono-directional 

lectures, during which L2 students have time to process the spoken input and 

actively take notes (Peverly and Wolf, 2019, Ryan, 2005). Guidance for higher 

education lecturers (e.g. Biggs and Tang, 2011, McKeachie, 1994) also 

advocates more interactive forms of teaching rather than mono-directional 

lectures. This is because, from a constructivist learning perspective, students 

need to be actively engaged in thinking about the lecture content in order to 

build on or adjust their existing schemata, and therefore be able to remember 

and use information from a lecture at a later date (Chalmers and Fuller, 1996, 

Mathieson, 2015, McKeachie, 1994). One way in which this can be done is by 

taking a flipped classroom approach in which some lecture content is provided 

in video or audio form that students watch or listen to independently before a 

lecture (Brown, 2015). The face-to-face teaching time can then be used for 

activities which develop understanding, such as discussions or group 

workshops (Brown, 2015). Lecturer 2 said that she was considering providing 
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video materials before lectures in the next academic year in order to help 

scaffold the learning of L2 students, particularly those new to the subject area. 

Taking this approach would allow L2 students to pause lecture input or listen to 

it more than once before a lecture, which would assist their ability to aurally 

process the input. However, discussion tasks within a lecture may introduce 

additional linguistic problems for L2 students as they may not have the English 

language skills to express their opinions on complex ideas, or may not have the 

confidence to participate in group work (Brown, 2008, Morell, 2007, Ryan, 

2005). This may be particularly relevant if the task involves working with 

students with a higher English language level or L1 speakers. Therefore, whilst 

access to pre-recorded lectures is beneficial for L2 students’ listening 

comprehension, lecturers should be aware that discussion tasks may introduce 

other problems for L2 students at this level. 

 

A further issue which was identified from this research is the inconsistent 

approaches taken by lecturers towards pre-lecture reading and the design and 

use of PowerPoint slides. All lecturers could rationalise their approaches and 

link them to their pedagogy, however, only one lecturer referred to any 

underpinning research or lecturer training. The other lecturers implied that their 

approach was based on a personal preference. None of the lecturers discussed 

the implications of their teaching methodology on the cognitive effort required by 

L2 students to process the lecture input, nor the impact that this may have on 

these students’ learning. As discussed earlier in this chapter, there are a 

number of actions which lecturers could take to reduce the cognitive load for L2 

students with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, and therefore to 

potentially improve their ability to effectively process more of the spoken input. 

For example, providing PowerPoint slides well in advance of a lecture, so that 

students can review them, reduces the need for students to attempt process 

two sources of input within a lecture. The divergence in approaches taken by 

the lecturers highlights a need for more research to understand the issues faced 

by L2 students. It also suggests a need for more lecturer training which draws 

attention to the difficulties faced by students with a language level equivalent to 

IELTS 6.5, particularly with regard to reducing the cognitive effort required by 
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students to process lecture input and therefore increase the likelihood of 

learning occurring.  

 

6.7. Chapter summary 

This chapter has discussed the results described in Chapters 4 and 5 in relation 

to relevant literature, and has also considered practical implications for EAP and 

higher education pedagogy which have been identified from those results. 

Firstly, the students perceived that they had listening comprehension problems 

at almost every level of the cognitive listening framework outlined in Chapter 2. 

This raises questions about whether a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5 

is, in fact, sufficient for studying a master’s level management course. In 

addition, the L2 student participants identified that their level of subject 

knowledge and the lecture content had a major impact on comprehension. This 

is an area in which L2 students could be better prepared by both EAP and 

academic departments in order to improve students’ higher-level processing 

skills.  

 

Secondly, the cognitive effort required to listen and either read PowerPoint 

slides or write notes was perceived to be high, and the interviewed students 

found it impossible to do more than one of those three things simultaneously. 

This calls into question the EAP teaching practices of teaching academic 

listening as an isolated skill and focusing on transcription note-taking. Pre-

sessional EAP courses should teach students how to make the best use of all 

available support resources, such as PowerPoint slides and lecture capture 

systems, to improve lecture comprehension. L2 students who are not 

attempting to multi-task within a lecture will have reduced cognitive load on their 

working memories. This will increase the likelihood of lecture input being stored 

in students’ long-term memory, which is crucial for learning and later recall. The 

thesis results also indicate a need for more lecturer training so that lecturers are 

able to take steps to reduce the cognitive effort required by L2 students to 

process input within a lecture. 
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Thirdly, both the design of the Course X listening strand and the EAP tutors lack 

of knowledge regarding academic listening and lecture comprehension left the 

students underprepared for their academic lectures. Given that the main aim of 

an EAP pre-sessional course is to help students develop the relevant language 

and study skills required to engage in academic practices, the current dearth of 

published research and practical guidance regarding developing L2 students’ 

lecture comprehension means that this may be difficult for EAP programme 

leaders to implement. The EAP practitioners’ lack of knowledge in this area is 

also indicative of a wider issue regarding the professional development of 

temporary EAP tutors employed on intensive summer pre-sessional courses. 

 

Finally, given the comprehension difficulties perceived by L2 students with a 

language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, this research raises questions about the 

reliance on large-group mono-directional lectures within British higher education 

programmes. Both institutional staffing models and the design of many 

university campuses, with many lecture theatres and fewer teaching facilities for 

smaller groups, mean that this method of teaching and learning may be unlikely 

to change in the near future. However, at the time of writing during the ongoing 

Coronavirus pandemic, it is unclear how higher education teaching will change 

in the near future to incorporate social distancing measures and to 

accommodate students who may be unable to physically attend a campus. 

 

The final chapter will summarise the main points of this thesis. It will also 

identify limitations of the research and make suggestions for future research in 

this area.  
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

In this final chapter, I will briefly summarise the main points of the thesis. This 

will be followed by discussion of the main limitations of the study. Finally, as has 

been identified throughout the thesis, L2 students’ lecture comprehension, L2 

students’ transition from EAP courses to academic courses, and the 

professional development of temporary EAP tutors are all under-researched 

areas and therefore suggestions for further research projects will be made.  

7.1. Summary of the study 

This thesis has improved the understanding of the factors which PGT L2 

students, with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5, perceive as impacting 

on their comprehension of academic lectures. It has achieve this by obtaining 

in-depth qualitative data from seven L2 students over a nine-month period. A 

review of previous literature into L2 students’ lecture comprehension identified 

that academic listening research, and particularly research which considers 

students’ experiences in situ, is scarce. In addition, the research which has 

been conducted has focused on the experiences of undergraduate students 

(e.g. Flowerdew and Miller, 1992), or students in an EMI context (e.g. Hellekjær, 

2010), and often categorises students with varying or unidentified language 

levels together into one homogenous group. Whilst this previous research helps 

build a picture of L2 students’ lecture comprehension problems, it can also lead 

to overgeneralisations. For example, L2 students with an English language level 

equivalent to IELTS 6.5 are likely to experience more, and potentially different, 

lecture comprehension issues compared to L2 students with a language level 

equivalent to IELTS 8.0. Similarly, L2 students attending arts or humanities 

courses may have very different lecture experiences to students in science 

disciplines. The longitudinal design of the research project, and the focus on the 

perceptions of the students regarding their experiences of post-graduate 

lectures, has also allowed a rich depth of data to be collected which is missing 

from research which uses one-off interviews or questionnaires. The research 
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carried out for this thesis has therefore filled a gap in the literature by identifying 

the main factors which seven postgraduate L2 students, with a language level 

equivalent to IELTS 6.5 and studying master’s courses in management-related 

subjects at a British university, perceived as impacting on their lecture 

comprehension.  

 

Whilst the main focus of the thesis is on the perceptions of the L2 students, 

interviews were also carried out with nine EAP tutors and five academic 

lecturers in order to compare their perceptions with those of the students. This 

has enabled wider discussion related to both EAP courses and academic 

lectures than would have been possible by focusing only on the students. The 

comparison is an important aspect to this research as both EAP tutors and 

academic lecturers need to understand the issues faced by L2 students in order 

to assist them with their comprehension of academic lectures. There appears to 

be no previous research which has identified whether EAP tutors and L2 

students have similar perceptions regarding the factors which influence lecture 

comprehension, and very limited research (e.g. Hennebry et al., 2012) 

regarding the perceptions of academic lecturers in this area. By highlighting 

differences between the perceptions of the students and the teaching 

professionals, this thesis has identified pedagogic implications for both pre-

sessional EAP courses and for large-group, mono-directional lectures.  

 

7.2. Limitations of the study 

It is important to identify the limitations of this research in order to contextualise 

the findings and discussion. Firstly, this is an in-depth qualitative study and the 

data collected represents the perceptions of only seven students studying in 

one academic department at a British university. The results should therefore 

not be seen as being statistically generalisable to a wider body of L2 students, 

due to the context-bound nature of the data collection and the focus on the 

detailed experiences of only a few participants (Braun and Clarke, 2013, Smith, 

2017). However, whilst the results and discussion may not be statistically 

generalisable, the results should be viewed as transferable (Braun and Clarke, 
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2013). As outlined in Chapter 3, transferability involves providing a detailed 

account of the research so that readers can determine how far it would apply to 

other comparable contexts (Denscombe, 2010).     

 

A second limitation of this study is that the data was collected in the summer of 

2015. Since the data collection period, lecture capture has become more 

prevalent in the UK, changing lectures from a one-off listening event to a 

spoken text which can be revisited as many times as necessary. In addition, the 

current global Coronavirus pandemic means that large-group, face-to-face 

lectures have currently been suspended in the UK due to social distancing 

rules, and their future role in higher education teaching is uncertain. Whilst 

initially it may seem that watching recorded lectures online should make lecture 

comprehension easier, as students can pause and replay sections and have 

time to research unknown vocabulary or concepts before continuing with the 

lecture, there are also likely to be challenges associated with this method of 

study for L2 students. The results of this thesis are clearly not directly 

transferable to an online lecture context. However, the issues discussed 

regarding aural comprehension and multi-tasking are still likely to be relevant for 

L2 students watching lectures online, and the points raised regarding EAP and 

higher education pedagogy are still pertinent. Nonetheless, L2 students’ overall 

perceptions regarding lecture comprehension may well be different at the 

current time. This is one of the hazards associated with part-time doctoral 

research, as the increased study period elevates the likelihood of research 

becoming outdated before completion of the thesis.  

 

A third limitation of the research is that the longitudinal nature of the study led to 

far more data being collected than could be discussed in this thesis. My 

decisions about what to include were informed by a structured method of 

thematic analysis, and I have focused on the two themes and five sub-themes 

which were identified as occurring most frequently in the data. However, 

particularly with regard to research question 1, the data could have been 

analysed using alternative approaches, which would have led to a completely 

different thesis. For example, I could have further explored the interactions 

between the comprehension issues raised by the students. Connections 
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between different factors have been highlighted in this thesis where relevant, for 

example, the links between pre-lecture reading and higher-level aural 

processing. However, prompted by a discussion which took place during my 

probation review, I considered using complexity theory and dynamic systems 

theory as a framework for my data analysis (Dörnyei, 2011, Larsen-Freeman 

and Cameron, 2008). This would have involved conceptualising the factors 

affecting lecture comprehension as a elements within a complex system with 

dynamic, positive and negative interactions (Cilliers, 2002), in the same way 

that second language classrooms have been researched as complex systems 

(e.g. Ahmadian and Tavakoli, 2011, Gilmore, 2016, Larsen-Freeman, 2016). 

Whilst this type of data analysis may have provided a comprehensive answer to 

research question 1, it would have been difficult to answer research questions 2 

and 3, as comparisons across time and between participants would have been 

more difficult to draw. I intend to revisit the unused data in the future as it has 

potential to be exploited in conference presentations or academic articles, 

particularly to add further weight to the argument that EAP should not treat 

academic listening as an isolated skill.  

 

7.3. Suggestions for further research 

The thematic analysis of the interview data revealed a wide range of 

interconnected factors which the L2 students perceived as influencing their 

lecture comprehension (see figure 7.1 below. A larger image of figure 7.1 is 

shown in Appendix 10).  
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Figure 7.1: Mind-map showing the main factors which the student participants 

perceived as affecting lecture comprehension 

 

Even though all the issues which the students raised could not be discussed 

within this thesis, the number of factors discussed, and the possible interactions 

between those factors, illustrate that despite the focus within EAP on academic 

listening as an isolated skill, understanding an academic lecture is far more 

complex than this. This thesis also demonstrates that research which focuses 

on the discourse of lectures, and research which investigates academic 

listening through the use of short extracts played in a controlled environment, 

whilst valuable for understanding a specific issue, does not fully represent the 

complexity of attempting to understand a master’s lecture which forms part of 

an academic module. More longitudinal, qualitative research of the type carried 

out in this study is therefore necessary if the experiences of L2 students in 

academic lectures are to be better understood. This section will outline four 

areas where future research associated with the findings of this thesis could be 

carried out.  
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Firstly, this thesis focuses on L2 students with a language level equivalent to 

IELTS 6.5, studying PGT courses in a School of Management. The experiences 

of taught postgraduate students in other academic disciplines may be not be 

directly comparable to these students due to differing module formats or 

different types of input. For example, L2 students taking an art or design course 

may have lecture input which is more pictorial, and this may reduce some of the 

issues caused by attempting to read PowerPoint slides and listen 

simultaneously. Research which considers the perceptions of L2 students with 

the same language level but studying other academic subjects, would therefore 

help to determine whether L2 students with this language level perceive similar 

lecture comprehension issues across disciplines.  

 

Secondly, this research has identified a number of factors which are likely to 

have led to a significant cognitive processing load in the working memory of L2 

students with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5. Whilst this thesis has 

stressed the importance of research carried out in situ to identify L2 students’ 

multi-faceted, real-world lecture experiences, research into students’ 

perceptions can never provide a complete in-depth analysis of the cognitive 

processes involved in understanding lectures. The discussion in Chapter 6 was 

informed in part by research which has been carried out in more controlled 

environments using think-aloud or paused transcription methods. Without this 

type of research, some of the reasons for the students’ perceptions would be 

difficult to conceptualise. Whilst there is a developing body of research about L2 

students’ lower-level aural processing, more research is required to better 

understand the impact of subject knowledge on higher-level processing. In 

addition, as identified in Chapter 6, the cognitive effort required by L2 students 

to combine written input on PowerPoint slides and spoken input from a lecturer 

is likely to be challenging, particularly when combined with the problems that 

students may have understanding the spoken input. More research in this area 

is therefore important in order to inform both academic lecturer and EAP tutor 

practice.  

 

Thirdly, as highlighted in Chapter 6, there is a lack of published research 

regarding both pre-sessional EAP courses and the professional development of 
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EAP practitioners. Whilst these issues are occasionally discussed at BALEAP 

conferences, and often appear to be the subject of EAP practitioners’ master’s 

dissertations, the information is not usually disseminated more widely. More 

published research into EAP practices within the UK would allow EAP 

departments to share good practice. In addition, more research is required 

regarding the knowledge and experiences of temporary EAP practitioners, who 

may only work within the discipline for a few weeks a year but are expected to 

provide the same quality of teaching as practitioners employed in an EAP 

department full-time.  

 

Finally, this thesis has been completed at a time when higher education 

pedagogy in the UK is in a state of flux due to the global Coronavirus situation. 

The current move to more online lecture input, in order to maintain social 

distancing, has undoubtedly changed L2 students’ lecture experiences. This is 

an area in which research will be required if the situation continues long-term. 

However, even if there is a return to face-to-face, large-group lectures in the 

near future, the use of lecture capture software, which provides L2 students with 

the opportunity to revisit lectures, should be included in future research into L2 

students’ lecture comprehension. This is because the ability to rewatch lectures, 

giving L2 students more control over the way in which lecture input is received, 

changes the nature of a lecture as a pedagogic event. 

 

7.4. Concluding remarks 

This study has contributed to the body of knowledge related to L2 student 

academic listening and lecture comprehension, and has also made suggestions 

for EAP and academic lecturing pedagogy. The longitudinal nature of the 

research, the focus on the student voice throughout the thesis, and the inclusion 

of EAP tutor and academic lecturer perceptions provide insights into the real-

world experiences of L2 students, with a language level equivalent to IELTS 6.5 

attending PGT lectures at a British university, which have not been obtained 

through previous research.  
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The results provide a comprehensive view of the perceptions of L2 students 

over their course of study at a British university, from entry onto a pre-sessional 

EAP course until the end of their taught PGT input. At the beginning of this 

research project, I had the perhaps naïve expectation that this thesis would help 

identify the aural factors which impact on L2 students’ listening comprehension 

in lectures, and that the results would help improve the teaching of listening 

skills on EAP pre-sessional courses. In fact, the interviews revealed that 

understanding lectures is far more complex than this and encompasses a 

multitude of factors which occur both in and outside the lecture theatre. As the 

students had not been taught skills to deal with these factors during their pre-

sessional EAP course, this led to significant changes in their perceptions from 

the pre-sessional course to their master’s courses. This, in turn, widened the 

discussion in this thesis beyond a simple argument about how to develop 

students’ listening skills, to consideration of the design of pre-sessional EAP 

courses and the support which academic lecturers can provide to students.  

 

Whilst a great deal is known about academic discourse within disciplines and 

how to assist L2 students to write in a way which meets the expectations of their 

subject area (Hyland, 2018), there still appears to be relatively little known 

about the study experiences of L2 students and the challenges they face 

learning on their courses. More longitudinal research which centres the student 

voice is therefore needed so that both EAP practitioners and higher education 

lecturers have increased awareness of the challenges faced by L2 students 

when learning at university.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Course X schemes of work 

 

Speaking and Listening: Summer 2015 
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Reading and Writing: Summer 2015 
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Project: Summer 2015 
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Appendix 2: Sample Course X speaking and listening lesson 

 

UK Media: Principles of Journalism. Week 8: Tuesday 
• Review lecture listening and note-taking skills 

 
Task 1: Introducing the topic 
Do you feel the media reports stories fairly? Why/why not? What makes a good journalist?  
Give examples to support your points. 

 

 

 

 

 

Task 2: Topic vocabulary                                                                     
Choose the correct synonyms/meanings for the following words taken from today’s lecture: 

1. biased (adj) /baɪjəst/ 

2. compiled [by] (v) /kəmpaɪld/ 

3. ethics (n) /eθɪks/ 

4. obligation (n) 

5. watchdog (n) 

6. paradigm (n) /pærədaɪm/ 

7. underlying [principles of] (adj) 

8. to be objective (adj) 

a. moral ideas of what is right and wrong 

b. fundamental, main, essential 

c. a typical example that provides the model for something 

d. created 

e. showing an unfair preference for something 

f. duty, responsibility – something you must do 

g. using facts (not opinions) to consider all sides of an issue 

h. a person/organisation that guards against illegal/unfair 

practices 

 
Task 3: Reviewing lecture organisation 
Choose the correct word to complete the information about lecture organisation: 
repeating    signposting    numbering 
 
1. One way that speakers can organise lecture content is by _____________key points.  

For example: Today I’m going to talk about three characteristics of a good news website. 

 

2. A speaker may present one characteristic, principle, or reason at a time, and then indicate 
what’s next by stating a new number and ______________the key phrase.  

For example:  Characteristic 1: A good news website provides accurate information… 
                         Characteristic 2: A good news website has many types of stories: sports, 
politics,… 

        

3. Speakers also often let you know when a topic is finished by using ______________phrases.  

For example:  Now I want to turn to…      Moving on now to…         Let’s now look at… 
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Task 4: Prediction and listening for organisation 
You will listen to a 7-minute lecture on ‘the principles of good journalism’. You have 3 minutes 
to think and/or make notes about what makes someone a good journalist.  

Now listen to the first half and number the seven principles in the correct order as you hear 
them: 

• Independence and objectivity  

• Telling the truth 

• Being a watchdog 

• Informing the public 

• Balanced reporting 

• Honesty and ethical responsibility 

• Telling stories with a purpose 

 
Task 5: Listening and note-taking 
Listen to the lecture again and take notes. Remember to notice how the lecture is organised 
and add important information to the different sections of your frame. 

Task 6: Using your notes to answer questions 
What strategies can you use to deal with multiple choice questions? 
 
Use your notes to answer the questions based on the lecture. Circle a, b or c. 
 

1. What is the second part of the lecture mainly about?  

a. The impact of the Internet on traditional journalism. 
b. The increase in the types of electronic media. 
c. The reasons for an increase in electronic media. 

 
2. What does the speaker think about blogs? 

a. They hurt professional journalism. 
b. They allow people to decide what news to report. 
c. They should be controlled more by the government. 

 
3. What does the speaker think will happen to journalism in the future? 

a. That it will be more difficult to get a job as a journalist. 
b. That the field of journalism will eventually die out, like the dinosaurs. 
c. That a new relationship will develop between bloggers and professional journalists. 

 

Underline the word(s) to complete each idea, according to its meaning in the lecture. 
 
1. The speaker says the principles of good journalism apply to (newspaper journalists/all 

media). 

2. The Committee of Concerned Journalists spent (five/seven) years conducting their research. 

3. According to Principle 2, good journalism should support (political/public) interests.  

4. Principle 3 states that journalists should use (multiple/traditional) sources to ensure 

accuracy. 

5. Principle 4 means journalists should report what (the government/the public) is doing. 

6. From Principle 5, journalists need to report relevant news in an (interesting/objective) way. 

7. Today more journalists gather information (in their offices/at the scene of an event). 
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8. “Citizen journalists” are ordinary people who write news stories for (blogs/local 

newspapers). 

 

Task 7: Discussion 1                                 

 

Which of the seven principles do you think are more 
valuable to good journalism? 
 
Give reasons and examples to support your points. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discussion 2                                 
 
How have your note-taking skills developed since the 
start of Course X? 
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Transcript - Principles of Journalism 
 
Media studies lecturer: Today we’re going to look at the principles of good 

journalism. As we all know, there are many different media sources: 

newspapers, magazines, TV, radio, the Internet. Regardless of the media we 

work in, as journalists we need to think about the underlying principles of 

good journalism. Today I’m going to present seven principles compiled by the 

Committee of Concerned Journalists, a group of more than 7,000 journalists 

from around the globe. They spent five years doing research to get a deep 

understanding of what defines good journalism. First, I’ll go over these 

principles. Then we’ll consider them in relationship to the Internet because of its 

growing influence on journalism.  

 All right, let’s get started. Principle 1: Journalists need to tell the truth. 

We need to verify facts and make clear the sources of our information so that 

the public can judge for itself what news to trust. They expect us to tell the truth. 

Principle 2: Journalists’ first obligation is to the public, not to advertisers 

or the owners of the news media. Our job is to keep people informed. Our 

news stories shouldn’t be biased toward the political views or political 

interests of the owners or sponsors. 

 Principle 3: Journalists need to be independent and objective. To best 

do this, we need to use multiple sources of information so that we can provide 

accurate information and cover all sides of the story. For example, let’s say the 

government passes stricter laws for teenage drivers. A good reporter needs to 

get reactions from all sides – government officials, parents, police, teenagers – 

to cover the story adequately. Otherwise the story may be one-sided. 

 Principle 4: Be watchdogs. We must provide the public with news about 

important government actions that affect them – for example, a decision to 

raise taxes. In a democracy, citizens need to know they can rely on journalists 

to let them know what’s happening in government. 

 That takes us to Principle 5: A journalist must be a good storyteller. We 

must ask ourselves what news is most relevant to the public, and then tell our 

news stories in an interesting way. The committee calls this “storytelling with 

purpose.”  
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  Principle 6: Every journalist needs to be honest and have a sense of 

ethics and responsibility. We need to think for ourselves and take a stand for 

what we believe in, professionally speaking. But this is sometimes difficult to do, 

especially if the company we are working for encourages or discourages 

coverage of a particular issue. 

  Principle 7: Keep the news balanced. Cover both good and bad news in 

order to provide a complete picture of what’s going on in the community. People 

want to know about terrible crimes, but also about successful literacy programs 

and great concerts. 

  Now I want to turn to the role of the Internet. No one in journalism can 

dispute its impact. Back when I started out as a journalist, there was no Internet, 

which you probably find hard to imagine. Let’s look at some of the ways it has 

changed journalism. First is how most journalists conduct their research. 

According to the executive director for the Committee of Concerned Journalists, 

“The Internet has given journalists huge opportunities to cover more stories, and 

to cover them in a different way than traditional media have done.” Different 

indeed. These days many reporters rarely leave their offices. They use the 

Internet, e-mail, and the phone instead of conducting live interviews or going to 

the scene of the event. 

 Another impact of the Internet has been an increased number of the 

official news outlets in the form of websites. However, many Internet sites are 

just extensions of existing news media – television news networks, various 

news publications – and feature the same journalists’ stories rather than 

additional stories. Finally, Internet blogs have had a significant impact on 

modern journalism. Blogs provide a way for what we call “citizen journalists” to 

report their own version of the news. Think about it. Traditionally, professional 

journalists have decided what news to report to the public. Now, through 

blogs, “citizen journalists” are deciding what’s important.  

   So, what do all of these changes mean for the future of journalism? 

Well, I don’t think professional journalists will become extinct, like dinosaurs. 

Rather, I see a new paradigm for journalism; a partnership between “citizen 

journalists” and professional journalists. There’s room for all of us. That said, we 

all must be committed to the seven principles. And that’s where I’m going to 
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leave off today. Please discuss in your study groups which of the seven 

principles you think are more valuable to good journalism. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

Task 8: Using the transcript  
 

• Underline examples of outline and signposting  

• Highlight examples of referencing 
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Appendix 3: Sample Course X lesson with note-taking activities 

highlighted 

What makes a good language learner? Week 1: Thursday 
• Prepare notes for lectures 

• Discuss what makes a successful language learner 

 

Task 1: What are the qualities of a good language learner? 
What do you think are the qualities of a good language learner?  

Rate each of these factors from 1 to 5 (1 is “not at all important” and 5 is “absolutely 
essential”). 

Intelligence       
A certain kind of personality (what kind?)   
Motivation/ enthusiasm      
A good memory       
The ability to learn independently    
 

Task 2: Listening 
In your future academic course, you may need to listen to lectures which lead you to further 
reading, prepare you for your next assignment, or carry out a research study. 
 
Before you listen: Do you use any of the following to take clear notes? Do you have any other 
tips for improving note-taking?  
 
Abbreviations and symbols     
Bullet points and numbers     
Keywords       
Sub-headings       
Colourful pens and highlighters     
A4 paper       
 
You are going to listen to a short recorded lecture called “The Good Language Learner” by the 
Director of The School of Modern Languages to international students studying English in the 
UK.  
 
Part 1 – Making a frame for your notes:  
Listen and write four main sub-headings for the characteristics of a successful language 
learner.  

Part 2 – Taking notes: 
Listen again. Now add the important information that supports each sub-heading. 
 
Part 3 – Use your notes to answer the following questions: 
1. The lecturer states that it’s possible to _____________ learning in the classroom by 
understanding more about learning outside the classroom.  Write 1 word. 
 
2. What does the lecturer say about motivation? Choose 4.   

a) There are only two kinds of motivation.      
b) Instrumental motivation does not come from within the learner.   
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c) Integrative motivation depends on internal factors.     
d) Not many people have both types of motivation.    
e) Integrative motivation produces better outcomes.    
f) Integrative motivation helps people learn faster.    

 
 
3. About personality, the lecturer states that… Write 1 word for each. 

• You don’t need an ____________ personality to learn another language.  

• However, it helps to feel ____________ about making mistakes.  

• Those who have a __________ of experimenting learn more slowly.   
 
4. According to the lecturer, learning skills include… Choose 4.  

a) Natural learning speed      
b) Ability to hear and repeat    
c) Revising in an organised way    
d) Paying attention to how you speak   
e) Memory strategies     
f) Effective arrangement of study activities  

 
5. The lecturer says that some learners fail because… Choose 1. 

a) They do not listen to their teachers.   
b) They spend too many hours studying.   
c) They are not fully responsible for their studies.  

 

Task 3: Improving your note-taking 
Compare the structure of your notes with your partner. Are they similar?                                           
Decide on key priorities that need to be improved for next time. 

 
Task 4: Participating in a discussion  
What phrases do you normally use for agreeing and disagreeing in a discussion? 
Your tutor will give you some useful phrases for seminar discussions.             
Practise saying them to your partner. Then choose 4 to use in these discussion tasks: 
 

1. Is independence the most important factor? How can you learn independently over the 
coming weeks? 

2. What do you think the Director meant about having the confidence to make mistakes? Why 
might it be a good thing to make mistakes? 

3. Are you able to “monitor your own speech” – do you listen to yourself while talking and try 
to correct your mistakes? 

4. As a pre-sessional student, part of your motivation is clearly instrumental – you want to 
improve your English to pass Course D. However, many language learners also have integrative 
motivation. How important is it to you to integrate into British society? 

Task 5: Using transcripts for learning new vocabulary  
Transcripts can be a useful source of topic vocabulary, collocations and signposting.  

A good way of using them after lessons for independent study is to: 
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 Underline new topic-specific vocabulary and use an English-English 

dictionary such as Macmillan Online http://www.macmillandictionary.com/  to 

find information about correct meaning, pronunciation and word stress.  

 Highlight signposting language – useful for listening comprehension, 

as well as discussions. 

   Circle   collocations that can help develop your vocabulary for 

speaking and writing.  

 

Examples are shown in the first two paragraphs. Find more examples in paragraphs 3, 4 and 
5. Bring these to the next lesson to compare with a partner. 
 

Transcript: What makes a good language learner?  

The topic I’d like to deal with this morning is what makes a good language learner. This is an 
eternal problem, and one to which there is no real solution. I would however like you to think 
about the situation of learners outside the classroom because in many ways it would be true 
to say that there are more people in the world who speak a foreign language or a second 
language who didn’t learn it in a classroom than there are who did, and I think awareness of 
the success of out-of-classroom learning provides us with a key to how in-classroom learning 

can be successful. 

Let us look then at the characteristics of a good language learner. I think motivation is certainly 
going to be very high on our list. Obviously, there are different kinds of motivation; there is 
what we call instrumental motivation, this is the kind of motivation which in theory persuades 
a school pupil to learn a language in order to pass an examination. It’s external motivation, 
something which is imposed on the learner. The opposite of this is integrative motivation, the 
kind of motivation which gets an immigrant in a country or someone who’s married to a 
speaker of another language to master the tongue much more rapidly than someone learning 
in a classroom. Arguably, most people possess mixed motivation, although it would appear 
from research that integrative motivation does give much better results, certainly as far as 
speed of learning goes. 
Personality is obviously another major factor to be borne in mind, not necessarily, I’m not 
necessarily saying that you need – how shall I say? – extroverts to learn a foreign language, but 
someone who has the confidence to make mistakes, is always going to learn much more 
quickly than someone who is afraid to experiment. 
Intelligence isn’t a factor, I feel, in language learning – I would prefer to use the term learning 
skills. Learning skills are those abilities which make one person progress at a much faster speed 
than the others; they include having a good ear, efficient revision, being able to monitor your 
own speech, suitable organisation of learning generally. 
However, if we go back to our starting point, which was the great… the much greater number 
of speakers of languages who have learnt outside classrooms, I think it gives us the key to what 
I believe is the most important factor and that’s independence. A learner who frees him or 
herself from the tyranny of the teacher and the classroom and who makes use of twenty-four 
hours a day for learning, who, in a word, accepts responsibility for learning, is always going to 
be not just a good language learner, but the best. Conversely, someone who won’t accept this 
responsibility is always going to remain at what we call a plateau – they’ve failed to make 
progress and blame their teachers. In reality it is themselves that they should blame.  

http://www.macmillandictionary.com/
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Appendix 4: Participant information sheets 

Student Participant Information Sheet 

You are being invited to take part in a PhD research project. Before you decide whether to take 
part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 
involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully before you decide 
whether or not you wish to take part.  
Please ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. 

Purpose of the research project 
You will be one of 14 students in a 9-month study to identify: 

• the challenges which you face understanding lectures 

• how your understanding of lectures changes whilst you are a student 

• the support you would like from ELTD tutors and academic staff to improve your 
lecture comprehension 

All the students involved in this part of the study are students in the English Language Teaching 
Department who will be going on to take a post-graduate course in the School of 
Management.  

Do I have to take part? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you will be 
given this information sheet to keep and will be asked to sign a consent form. You can 
withdraw at any time until all student interviews have been completed (April 2016) without 
giving a reason. 

What do I have to do? 
1. Each student will be interviewed twice on Course X, once before their academic 

course, and then twice in Semester 1 and twice in Semester 2. 

2. Some of the lectures you attend will be recorded. You will have been notified when 
this was taking place. This recording focuses on the lecturer only.  

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 
Whilst there are no immediate benefits for those students participating in the project, being 
involved in the interviews may improve your general awareness of your listening skills and will 
also provide you with an opportunity to practise your spoken English. 

Will my taking part in this project be kept confidential? 
All the information that collected about you during the course of the research will be kept 
strictly confidential. You will not be able to be identified in any reports or publications. 

What will happen to the results of the research project? 
The results of this research will be published in my PhD thesis. At this stage the date for this is 
not known. If you wish to told when this is likely to happen, and where you will be able to 
obtain a copy of the thesis, please send me an email. 

Contact for further information 
Name: Jayn Kilbon  
Email: jk300@le.ac.uk  
Thank you 
  

mailto:jk300@le.ac.uk
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EAP Tutor and Lecturer Participant Information Sheet 

You are being invited to take part in a PhD research project. Before you decide whether to take 
part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 
involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully before you decide 
whether or not you wish to take part.  

Please ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. 

Purpose of the research project 
The aim of this research is to 1) explore international taught post-graduate students’ (with 
English as L2) comprehension of academic lectures at a British university and how this evolves 
from a pre-sessional course to the second semester of their academic study, and 2) to identify 
how this compares to the perceptions of EAP tutors and academic lecturers. 

Do I have to take part? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you will be 
given this information sheet to keep and will be asked to sign a consent form. You can 
withdraw at any time until all student interviews have been completed (May 2016) without 
giving a reason. 

What do I have to do? 
You will be involved in a one-off interview which will be audio recorded. The interview will 
take approximately 30 - 45 minutes. You will be asked questions about your perceptions of 
academic lectures and the problems students have understanding lectures, and your ideas 
about how to better prepare students for academic lectures. 

The audio recording of your interview activities will be used only for analysis. No other use will 
be made of it without your written permission, and no one outside the project will be allowed 
access to the original recording. 

Will my taking part in this project be kept confidential? 
All the information that is collected about you during the course of the research will be kept 
strictly confidential. You will not be able to be identified in any reports or publications. 

What will happen to the results of the research project? 
The results of this research will be published in my PhD thesis. At this stage the date for this is 
not known. If you wish to told when this is likely to happen, and where you will be able to 
obtain a copy of the thesis, please send me an email. 

Contact for further information 

Name: Jayn Kilbon 

Email: jk300@le.ac.uk 

Thank you 

  

mailto:jk300@le.ac.uk
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Appendix 5: Interview consent forms 

 
CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS (STUDENTS) 

 
CONSENT FORM FOR JAYN KILBON’S PhD RESEARCH 
 

Please tick the appropriate boxes  Yes  No 

Taking Part   

I have read and understood the student participation information 

sheet. 

  

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the 

project. 

  

I agree to take part in the project. Taking part in the project will 

include being interviewed and audio recorded and providing 

copies of my lecture notes.  

  

I understand that my taking part is voluntary; I can withdraw 

from the study at any time until April 2016 and I do not have to 

give any reasons for why I no longer want to take part. 

  

Use of the information I provide for this project only   

I understand my personal details will not be revealed to people 

outside the project. 

  

I understand that my words may be quoted in publications, 

reports, web pages, and other research outputs. 

  

Use of the information I provide beyond this project   

I agree for the data I provide to be archived on a secure 

university computer network or under lock and key in a 

university office. 

  

I understand that other genuine researchers will have access to 

this data only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the 

information as requested in this form. 

  

I understand that other genuine researchers may use my words 

in publications, reports, web pages, and other research outputs, 
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only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the 

information as requested in this form. 

So we can use the information you provide legally   

I agree to assign the copyright I hold in any materials related to 

this project to Jayn Kilbon 

  

   

Name of participant…………………………………….  
Signature ……………………………………. 
Date ……………………… 
 
Researcher Jayn Kilbon   
Signature …………………………………….  
Date ………………………………… 
 
Project contact details for further information:  
Jayn Kilbon 
Jk300@le.ac.uk 
 
 
 
Adapted from UK Data Archive (2011) ‘Managing and Sharing Data: Best 
Practice for Researchers (available at http://www.data-
archive.ac.uk/media/2894/managingsharing.pdf).  
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CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS (EAP TUTORS) 
 
CONSENT FORM FOR JAYN KILBON’S PhD RESEARCH 
 

Please tick the appropriate boxes  Yes  No 

Taking Part   

I have read and understood the EAP Tutor Participation 

Information Sheet. 

  

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the 

project. 

  

I agree to take part in the project. Taking part in the project will 

include being interviewed and audio recorded.  

  

I understand that my taking part is voluntary; I can withdraw 

from the study at any time until October 2015 and I do not have 

to give any reasons for why I no longer want to take part. 

  

Use of the information I provide for this project only   

I understand my personal details will not be revealed to people 

outside the project. 

  

I understand that my words may be quoted in publications, 

reports, web pages, and other research outputs. 

  

Use of the information I provide beyond this project   

I agree for the data I provide to be archived on a secure 

university computer network or under lock and key in a 

university office. 

  

I understand that other genuine researchers will have access to 

this data only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the 

information as requested in this form. 

  

I understand that other genuine researchers may use my words 

in publications, reports, web pages, and other research outputs, 

only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the 

information as requested in this form. 

  

So we can use the information you provide legally   
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I agree to assign the copyright I hold in any materials related to 

this project to Jayn Kilbon. 

  

   

Name of participant…………………………………….  
Signature ……………………………………. 
Date ……………………… 
 
Researcher Jayn Kilbon   
Signature …………………………………….  
Date ………………………………… 
 
Project contact details for further information:  
Jayn Kilbon 
Jk300@le.ac.uk 
 
 
 
Adapted from UK Data Archive (2011) ‘Managing and Sharing Data: Best 
Practice for Researchers (available at http://www.data-
archive.ac.uk/media/2894/managingsharing.pdf).  
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CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS (LECTURER) 
 
CONSENT FORM FOR JAYN KILBON’S PhD RESEARCH 
 

Please tick the appropriate boxes  Yes  No 

Taking Part   

I have read and understood the Lecturer Participation 

Information Sheet 

  

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the 

project. 

  

I agree to take part in the project. Taking part in the project will 

include being interviewed and audio recorded  

  

I understand that my taking part is voluntary; I can withdraw 

from the study at any time until October 2015 and I do not have 

to give any reasons for why I no longer want to take part. 

  

Use of the information I provide for this project only   

I understand my personal details will not be revealed to people 

outside the project. 

  

I understand that my words may be quoted in publications, 

reports, web pages, and other research outputs. 

  

Use of the information I provide beyond this project   

I agree for the data I provide to be archived on a secure 

university computer network or under lock and key in a 

university office. 

  

I understand that other genuine researchers will have access to 

this data only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the 

information as requested in this form. 

  

I understand that other genuine researchers may use my words 

in publications, reports, web pages, and other research outputs, 

only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the 

information as requested in this form. 

  

So we can use the information you provide legally   
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I agree to assign the copyright I hold in any materials related to 

this project to Jayn Kilbon. 

  

   

Name of participant…………………………………….  
Signature ……………………………………. 
Date ……………………… 
 
Researcher Jayn Kilbon   
Signature …………………………………….  
Date ………………………………… 
 
Project contact details for further information:  
Jayn Kilbon 
Jk300@le.ac.uk 
 
 
 
Adapted from UK Data Archive (2011) ‘Managing and Sharing Data: Best 
Practice for Researchers (available at http://www.data-
archive.ac.uk/media/2894/managingsharing.pdf).  
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Appendix 6: Sample interview guides 

 

Student interview 3 

Questions 

General 

How are you finding your academic course so far? (background) 

What have you found easy / difficult about your academic course so far? Why? 

(background) 

How are you finding your lectures so far? (background) 

Do you find some lectures easier to understand than others? Why? 

How do you generally feel in lectures? (background) 

 

Main Lecture Specific Questions 

What did you think of the lecture on ……..? (RQ1) 

What did you think was the main idea(s) of this lecture? (background) 

Which parts of the lecture were easy to understand? Why? (replay relevant 

sections and discuss) (RQ1) 

Which parts of the lecture were difficult to understand? What was the most 

difficult part of the lecture to understand? Why? (replay sections of lecture and 

discuss)  

Whilst listening, what stopped you understanding the lecturer? What did you do 

to try to overcome this problem? How successful were you? (RQ1) 

Did you use any strategies to help you understand the lecture? What? (RQ1) 

How easy was this lecture to understand compared to other lectures you have 

attended? Why? (RQ1) 

Has anything surprised you or been unexpected about the lectures you have 

attended so far? How has this affected your comprehension? (RQ2) 

What is the main thing that stops you understanding lectures? (RQ1) 
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Possible additional questions 

What support materials were you provided with before  / after the lecture? Did 

you do anything with this material? Why / why not? (RQ1) 

Did you do anything before the lecture to prepare? Did this help your 

comprehension? (RQ1) 

Have you anything done since the lecture to help improve your comprehension 

of the content? What? Did it help? (RQ1) 

Do you think the listening classes on Course X helped you understand the 

lectures? How / why / why not? (RQ2) 

Could Course X have prepared you better for lectures? How? (RQ2) 

Notes 

Take a copy of student’s notes 

What did you make notes on in the lecture?  

What did you find easy  / difficult about note-taking?  
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Questions for EAP tutors 

Student’s lecture comprehension  

 

• What kind of problems do you think Course X students have understanding 

academic lectures? Now / on their academic course?  

 

• Do you think Management students have any particular problems / do they 

have a different lecture experience to other students?  

 

• What kinds of things do you think students do to help them with their lecture 

comprehension before / during / after a lecture? 

 

• Are there other factors that you think could help students to understand 

lectures better? 

 

• What advice do you give to students to help them develop their listening skills?  

 

 

Pre-sessional lecture skills lessons  

• How do you think Course X tries to prepare students for the lectures on their 

academic courses? (listening, note-taking, other skills)?  

 

• What kinds of activities do you do in class to help students improve their 

academic listening skills? (What kind of pre-listening / while / post listening 

tasks do you do?) Why?  

 

• What do you think are the strengths and weaknesses of the approach to 

developing lecture skills used on Course X? 

 

• Are there any other skills you help students develop which may be useful for 

dealing with academic lectures? Please give details  

Teaching listening 

 

• What kind of training have you had to teach listening skills, either formal or 

informal?  

 

• How do you feel your knowledge of teaching academic listening skills compares 

to other academic skills? And lecture comprehension skills in general? Please 

explain why.  
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Questions for lecturers 

Background 

- How long have you been working at the School of Management?  

- How long have you been teaching this module?  

- Where are you from?  

- Why do students have to go to lectures on their academic course?  

Lectures in general 

- What do you think are the main problems students studying in a second 
language have understanding the lectures in the School of Management?  

- What do you think students studying in a second language can do themselves 
to improve their understanding of their academic lectures?  

- What strategies do you think students use in lectures to help them understand?  
- What do you think lecturers can do to help students studying in a second 

language understand their lectures?  
 

This week’s lecture 

- What was the main point you were trying to get across in today’s lecture? 

- Which parts of this week’s lecture do you think students had problems 

understanding? Why?  

- Which parts of the lecture do you think they found it easy to understand?  

- Do you expect students to do anything before a lecture? Why?  

- Do you expect students to do anything after a lecture? Why  

- Why do you provide the ppt, pre-lecture reading and questions to students? 
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Appendix 7: Transcription conventions 

 

 (xxxx)  Parentheses with xx indicate talk which is undecipherable for the  

transcriber 

 

(@@@@)     Laughter: The length of the @ indicates the length of the laughter 

 

 [ Left sided bracket indicates where overlapping speech occurs 

 

(parents) Words in parentheses indicate transcriber’s comments not transcriptions  

 

(1.5) Numbers in parentheses indicate the periods of silence in seconds  

 

(.)  Indicates a pause in talk of less than 0.5 seconds  

 

Becas- A hyphen indicates words which are incomplete because of abrupt cut off 

or self-interruption  

 

[…]              Indicates where information has been omitted to aid coherence 

 

[live]               Words in square brackets have been added to an extract to aid coherence 
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Appendix 8: Sample interview transcripts 

 

Student 11: Interview 3 

Interview 3: 26/10/15: 9.30.  Brookhouse 

Length of interview: 50.23 

Lecture attended: 19/10/15 Semester 1 week 3  
Accountability, Representation and Control module:  
Lecture title: Accounting as Accountability  
 
jk so how are you finding your academic course so far 
 
11 oh it's hard (@@) but uh (2) also it's really hard because we have to read a lot of articles 
and uh books er and also er I don't familiar with the new concepts er actually er especially 
for accounting (.) it's a little hard for me (.) because when I was at university I don't like (.) I 
didn't like  
 
Both (@@)  
 
11 and er but er if I study hard I can understand easily 
 
jk so is there anything you're finding easy about the course so far 
 
11 it's easy also because erm lecturers um talk um (2) to understand er I can understand er 
their because er (2) they can explain er and give some examples (.) yeah it's fine 
 
jk and so you said generally you can understand the lectures (.) how are you finding the 
lectures so far 
 
11 uh (3) sometimes er for example on the presentation ppt powerpoint slides (2) if there's a 
long definition or some concepts sometimes I don't understand because er (1) I don't know I 
don't understand the um sentences er because it's so long (.) and er as I told you before (.) if 
they give some example I can understand easily  
 
jk so for example in the ARC lecture when she had large sections of text that she read out 
do you find those difficult to understand 
 
11 sorry I don't understand 
 
jk in the ARC lecture last week for example if we look at (.) at the beginning for example on 
the powerpoint slide number 7 when she (.) there was all this text and she read this (.) do 
you find this difficult 
 
11 yes I find difficult 
 
jk because  
 
11 because er it's long and also er for example I just understand the bold sentences 
 
jk and 
 
11 er also er if there's some er what's this (draws bullet points on a piece of paper) 
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jk bullet points 
 
11 bullet point (.) I think er it's easy to understand not this er (.) like bold ones (.) if they er 
write like that er I think it's easy 
 
jk is that because you find it difficult to read this quickly 
 
11 I couldn't concentrate and er I don't understand what she said or something like that (.) er 
if there's (.) it's I think easy to understand  
 
 
jk ok so if we look at that as it was (.) if I can find it in the lecture (looks for section on lecture 
capture mp4) 
 
11 because um um for example how can I say (6) responsible for example (2) explicable (.) 
(writes the words down as bullet points) I can er understand easily because I can memorise 
also uh initial letters is easy to remember  
 
jk so if it was just the key words like responsible applicable reducable you could see it you 
could remember those words (.) but because they're in the middle of all this text 
 
11 yeah if for example this words (.) if they give (.) if they explain this words I can listen and 
more concentrate them and also I can note on my own 
 
jk and the initial letters (.) like the if you had responsible applicable  
 
11 I can remember easily I think  
 
jk um and how do you generally feel in the lectures 
 
11 um at the beginning of the er class I feel a little (@@) excited because I don't know (.) 
and the first er maybe 5 minutes (1) I feel a little different (.) after then er I can concentrate er 
easily and er I can focus on er the lecture (.) yeah  
 
jk and do you find that yu can focus all the way through the lecture  
 
11 not exactly because for example (2) if they ask some question (er) (3) even if I know the 
answer question I couldn't answer because er (.) I think er my English is not enough to 
speak yeah 
 
jk so that's what stops you answering the questions (.) you're worried about your English  
 
11 yeah 
 
jk how do you think you could overcome this problem 
 
6.42 
jk or how could the lecturer help you overcome this problem 
 
11 generally they ask about articles er (1) i read er (.) article but sometimes i couldn't 
understand and they give questions er (2) what we should find they are from the article (1) er 
i focus on that questions er but as i told you before erm (.) sometimes er i feel excited  

 
jk and why do you think you have to go to lectures (.) what do you think the purpose of 
lectures are on an academic course 
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11 because they give er different (.) information er I have to (.) i think er i should go because 
erm i learn different things from them (.) article and books different (.) and they give different 
information and (.) yeah i think  
 
jk how do you think the information you get in a lecture is different to the information you 
would get from reading a book or an article 
 
11 er for example (.) some er (.) er er how can i say er (.) organisational environment er 
there's er some um numretical er (4) how can i say (.) like (.) like this (.) for this (.) i couldn't 
understand if i read that on my own because they er gave different er examples and explain 
what is this 
 
jk ok so like an example of a finance like a spreadsheet 
 
 
11 yeah (.) i can't understand er on my own er because i didn't know what is this and what is 
this (.) yeah (.) after she er told the meaning of them I understand oh yeah what's the 
difference 
 
jk ok we might come back to this (.) erm and so what did you think to the ARC lecture on 
Monday (.) the accountability responsibility and control lecture 
 
11 actually er i didn't read the article because i had some er health problem (.) uh (.) if i didn't 
read some (.) before the class article er (1) i have to er catch some point (.) what is this (.) 
what's going on er what's the problem or what's the topic 
 
jk so do you normally  
09.59 
jk so do you normally read the articles before the lecture 
 
11 yes i generally read 
 
jk and do you find it helps you understand the lectures 
 
11 yeah i understand the general idea and lecturer give er specific points 
 
jk so (.) how did not reading the article affect you (.) affect your understanding on Monday 
 
11 uh from article  

 
jk yeah so you went to the lecture and you hadn't read it (.) how did that create (.) did that 
give you problems in the lecture 
 
11 yeah for example accountability (.) er she explain this (.) and er (.) first one and also 
there's a long explaining on the powerpoint (.) er yeah i tried to take a note (.) some note and 
the from the powerpoint (.) and sometimes she er stressed (.) some words and after then i 
take a note (.) and (.) yeah  
 
jk and you wrote down the questions or the answers to the questions 
 
11 not just question 1 and answer yeah  
 
jk did you write down the answers that she gave or did you write down the answers that the 
students who answered the questions gave 
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11 is a mix (2) some students explain and then she er said yeah it's true and i took 
immediately note 
 
jk and did you look at the ppt slides (.) the PowerPoint slides before the lecture 
 
11 oh no  
 
Both (@@@)  
 
jk do you ever look at the PowerPoint slides before the lecture 
 
11 er sometimes yeah sometimes 
 
jk do you find it helps you if you look at the PowerPoint slides before the lecture 
 
11 yeah it's helpful er (3) and er sometimes I printed them (.) and it's helpful for me  er 
because I er (2) highlighted or (1) note er on them er I don't have to er write one more time 
the same words or yeah the same notes  
 
jk so if you have the PowerPoint slides (.) if you've printed them do you write actually write 
on the paper  
 
11 yeah it's er easy to er listen lecture because I know yeah it's here (.) I highlighted it's 
important (.) after then I took a note er if they give an example or explain about them (.) I 
took about er note about that 
 
jk ok notes on the side of  
 
11                                   [yeah 
 
jk so if you look at the ppt slides beforehand you said you highlight the main information (.) 
do you do anything else with the slides 
 
11 um (4) no um I took note and the (.) because if I er don't understand I just take a note (.) I 
don't know er what's going on what she's saying but (.) I took note after er the class I search 
what is this (.) and I looked oh yeah I understand and er my note is true yeah (.) it explained 
what is this  
 
jk ok ok so you can use them afterwards to check extra things (.) and so in the lecture on 
Monday which parts did you find easy to understand 
 
14.21 
jk and so in the lecture on Monday which parts did you find easy to understand  
 
11 oh this part 
 
jk the um (5) the variance analysis slide which doesn't have a number on it but yeah the 
spreadsheet  
 
11 yep 

 
jk ok why did you find that easy to understand 
 
11 um because I like numbers (.) and the (3) uh (2) sometimes er (.) I don't understand as I 
told you before (.) what is this and also (.) this is easy because that is a visual affect and er 
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she said er (1) what's the con link between them and accounting and panopticon (.) yeah it's 
easy to understand er the panopticon part (.) and also this part (.) actually if there's er some 
numerical things er I can understand easily because I find interesting yeah er (3) (xxxx) 
 
jk and the panopticon was easy to understand because you had the the pictures 
 
11 yeah pictures and yeah it's true I can imagine what's this yeah (.) accounting is this (.) 
and er we can use (xxxx) and (xxxx) 
 
jk and so which parts were particularly difficult for you to understand  
 
11 the first one (5) er I think it was hard to understand (2) I dunno maybe it's the beginning of 
the class maybe it's the reason that (.) and also (12) for example this one (.) just as I told you 
(.) setting (.) comparing but she didn't explain widely (.) this one I think  
 
jk oh elements of standard costing (.) ah ok the slide where there are 4 elements of standard 
costing setting (.) comparing (.) variances and investigating 
 
11 yeah  
 
jk and you found this difficult because  
 
11 uh not difficult (.) it's if er (3) if she (2) uh prepare the presentations like that maybe it's 
easy  
 
jk ok 
 
11 for example this one (.) I don't understand (.) she also uh read this one and the (.) but (3) 
it's not helpful for me (.) this one 
 
jk ok this is slide 35 the accountability calculations 
 
11 because I just wrote er the bold ones (referring to the words in bold on the ppt) 
 
jk ok so if (.) just thinking about your listening ability and you understanding what she's 
saying (.) if we can (finds section 8.09 slide 5 on the mp4)  
 
Lecturer: so the practice of accounting institutionalises the notion of accountability (.) it 
institutionalises the rights of some people to hold others to account for their accounts and it 
is the subordinate who must account to their superior (.) this accountability is not usually 
reversed (.) so what we also had in the first lecture is that accounting  
 
jk so when you were listening to her in the lecture were there things there that gave you 
problems understanding what she was saying  
 
11 um  
 
jk what what problems did you have 

 
11 uh about listening 
 
jk yeah about listening  
lecturer: so the practice of accounting institutionalises the notion of accountability (.) it 
institutionalises the rights of some people to hold others to account for their accounts and it 
is the subordinate who must account to their superior (.) this accountability is not usually 
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reversed (.) so what we also had in the first lecture is that accounting (.) accounting 
techniques  

 
11 er there's I think there's no um (.) pronunciational er error (.) er her pronunciation is good 
yeah I understand (.) er (2) but (.) it's maybe not about listening er about er (.) (xxxx) 
concentrate er (3) I dunno (@@)) 
 
jk ok so if we keep going  
 
lecturer: to shape accountability and accounting helps to hold people accountable (.) for 
example if you think and come back to this later (.) if you think about the budget then if you 
have a budget system in place (.) this is an accounting technology and an accountability 
system that each person knows exactly if you are for example the manager of sales or the 
manager of production you know how much money you have and you are hold accountable 
due to this er accounting methods (.) so accounting helps 
 
11 er sometimes er some words er so long er I try to er take note er but after then um I don't 
catch the other information what's saying (.) er what she's saying (.) and this also er problem 
er (7) I don't know er because er some accounting concepts (1) really different and er she 
said this er what is this (.) this important or not or it's er (.) not er important thing (.) er I tried 
to understand what is this so er I can sometimes er (1) I couldn't follow the er sentences 
yeah 
 
jk so you can't follow the sentences because you're not sure (3) whether the information's 
important or not 
 
11 (makes a noise which indicates agreement) and the sometimes the long um concepts or 
uh (2) long important er words yeah 
 
jk what's the prob (.) can you give me an example (.) explain what you mean 

 
11 uh (6) how can I say er (.) for example (.) uh (7) er I don't remember which one is er (.) 
listen notes (2) because er (2) somethings from there and the er 
 
jk if we compare I guess it's this section here on the slides 5 and 6 (.) um (12) ok I think that 
these are notes that you made on on what she was saying because they don't look the same 
as the the ppt slides  
 
11 and sometimes er I think er (3) actually er this kind of notes here and if I (3) um (.) 
couldn't catch the somethings yeah (.) it's on there no problem and after then (.) er I try to 
focus the next uh (.) part  
 
24.06 
jk so when you're making notes do you find that (.) is the problem that if she has a long idea 
while you're making notes (1) she keeps talking and you can't keep listening 
 
11 yeah yeah because at same time I try to take note and er she er gave some important 
point maybe (.) and oh yeah (.) I er sometimes (xxxx) this 

 
jk so when you're making notes in the lecture (.) what do you try to make notes on (.) you 
said if you have the (1) ppt slides you add things extra  
11 yeah 
 
jk if you don't have the ppt slides (.) so in the lecture last Monday 
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24.54 
 
jk how did you decide when to make notes 
 
11 um (2) because she explain er what's the accounting and is accountability er i understood 
yeah it's important we are starting (1) to this topic (.) and i wrote immediately because er 
sometimes er (.) it's PowerPoint title do the information (1) yeah we are on here (.) even if I 
don't understand what's going on I wrote (.) after then she starting er the talk about then and 
er (1) for example the (1) first sentence is really important because (.) she explain what is 
this and yeah I think it's important I start the 3rd note (.) and the (1) the bold ones I wrote 
yeah (.) it is this (.) yeah 
 
jk and then (.) then she moved on to talk about the genesis of accountability  
 
11 yeah  
 
jk and so again you made some notes on (1) what you thought were the key things that she 
said (2) um (1) oh then she talked about the West Point (.) and the article and you made 
notes on the questions 
 
11 yeah questions and then power knowledge 
 
jk power knowledge (.) ok the power knowledge combination 
 
11 I divided the about next topics yeah (.) this is the other one 
 
jk ok so the line with circle is you're dividing it when she's moving on to a new section  
 
11 yeah 
 
jk and is this normally the amount of notes you would make in a lecture or do you make 
more or less (.) is this the average (.) amount of notes you would make in a lecture 
 
11 uh (1) sorry  

 
jk so in the lecture you made one two three pages of notes (.) is this the same amount as 
you would make in any lecture or do you make more or less notes in some lectures 
 
11 it depends on the lecture (.) uh for example our marketing er lecture er give us um the 
paper um PowerPoint paper (.) um (1) I don't took a lot of um (.) notes because actually 
there is er information about it I couldn't write one more time (.) er I don't took a lot of 
information about the marketing (.) but er (1) this one accountability and er organisations 
environment (.) and the (.) the two of them I took at least 1 2 3 3 pages notes 
 
jk and what do you do with your notes after the lecture 

 
11 uh (1) I read one more time (.) what's this er cause I don't understand for example (.) and 
er I have I have (xxxx) er I have notebook and er I try to took er (.) write one more time 
because it's not good (.) it's er yeah (.) I have another er notebook 
 
jk so you transfer the main ideas 
 
11 yeah  
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jk and (3) when you're listening in the lectures (.) what things stop you from understanding 
the lecturer 
 
11 (3) what stop yeah (3) uh (.) er phone vibration  
 
both (@@) 
 
11 really it's so er (xxxx) for me er because my (.) some friends er (4) didn't silent their 
phone  

 
jk ok 
 
11 yeah (.) it's (xxxx) for me (.) because maybe I can understand easily everything is good er 
after er not just one one 2 3 10 20 (@@@) it's er really bad for me (.) and er the for listening 
(7) I don't know er after 5 or 10 minutes er (1) I can focus on easily yeah (.) if I don't know 
the er meaning of the words concepts (.) oh what's this er (1) er sometimes I don't wanna 
listen because I don't understand er what's going on (.) I have no note no information (.) er 
actually er sometimes I can't concentrate er yeah this is the er (2) lack of er concepts and 
the (1) yeah this is the reason 
 
jk ok so if you don't understand the the kind of the subject (.) the concept then you find it 
difficult to listen (.) and do you use any strategies in the lectures to try to help you 
understand if you don't understand what the lecturer is saying  
 
31:58 
 
11 er sometimes (3) it tooks a long time to um understand because er (1) I imagine different 
things (.) er my life my er social life (.) something like that (.) after then yeah stop (.) don't do 
that (.) after then I tried yeah I will listen easily and er (2) i shake myself after then I started 
yeah (.) after then I easily um focus on the lecture and started what's the topic (.) after then 
yeah (1) if she will give an example or explanation I wrote this is this this and er (.) if I (3) 
concentrate the something lecturer PowerPoint er I can listen and understand  
 
jk and do you record the lectures 

 
11 oh no (.) because I don't know it is legal or not (.) is it legal 
 
jk er well you would need to ask the lecturer before you recorded it (.) has anything surprised 
you or been unexpected about the lectures that you've gone to so far  
 
11 um (7) I don't know (4)  
 
jk are the lectures as you expected they would be before you started your academic course 
 
11 uh (2) last times I told you I watched the (6) er Coursera (.) er because I'm familiar with 

them er they talk similar (.) yeah lecturer this yeah (.) er I should know what will going on in 
my lecture and er (.) actually I know er (4) the procedure and the um the format 
 
jk do you think watching the Coursera lectures helped you 
 
11 yeah  
 
jk how do you think it's helped you 
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11 um because er lecturer (10) how can I say (2) I know it will be hard er at the same time 
(1) er (2) if I prepare before the class I can understand and I can listen them (.) er because I 
know something and also er for example about organisational environment (.) er when I was 
at university er (3) er I like this course and er I remember a lot of things about that (.) er last 
week er some of my friends said oh it was so hard i couldn't understand nothing but I said I 
think it's easy for me because er I know and I understand all of them (.) yeah 
 
jk so if you have the background knowledge about the topic it's much easier (.) I understand 
(.) and do you think the listening classes on Course X helped prepare you for the academic 
lectures 
 
11 yeah (@@) 
 
jk ok how 
 
11 if I er didn't er take course X (.) er it will be really hard for me because I learned a lot of 
thing (2) er especially for writing and also listening and er because er we should focus on the 
main points and they stressed some words and er tell one more time and said yeah it's 
important (.) something like that (.) it was really helpful for me 
 
37:09  
jk so it helped you to identify when the lecturer is making main points  
 
11 yeah yeah (2) because when I was in America er there is no er like system like that (.) I 
think Course X (.) it was so academic and er advanced course 
 
jk is there anything you think that the tutors on Course X could do to help better prepare you 
for lectures 
 
11 er just for listening 
 
jk yeah  
 
11 er (3) er they give some important point er about taking note for example (.) er and also 
(.) some diagram (2) there (.) er helpful for me (.) sometimes er (5)  i dunno sometimes I er 
draw some (indicates a diagram) 
 
jk like a mindmap 

 
11 yeah like a mind map yeah (.) it's helpful 
 
jk so Course X gave you some ideas about how to make notes  
 
11 yeah (.) and the (3) some important points (.) if the er lecturer stressed something it's 
important (.) yeah 
 
jk and do you think you can hear that when you're listening to the lecturer (.) you can hear 
when the lecturer uses stress in their voice 
 
11 yeah 
 
jk um and so generally (.) how much (.) what percentage of the lectures do you think you 
understand 
 
11 um maybe (1) maybe 50 50 (@) 
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jk right  

 
11 it depends on the actually lecturer (2) yeah if it is er marketing because er marketing 
concepts is more general er (1) I can understand more easily because i know (.) and I can 
imagine but er (.) and also for er organisational environment (.) and the (2) but er (.) 
accounting is really hard because it's different from the other er (.) this is  think er I dunno I 
think more specific (.) er but it's this part the actual result 
 
jk the standard variable (.) variable analysis 
 
11 yeah analysis (.) more easy for me (2) yeah 
 
jk because you have (.) you said be because you like numbers (.) have you studied this kind 
of thing before (.) the variance analysis 
 
11 uh yeah I studied and er also if I yeah I can understand this one (.) this is another reason 
(.) I can read er the article and the book (.) I can understand this one (.) but if I didn't 
understand this one (3) I couldn't catch the main point (.) so er I have to (.) I thought that I 
should focus on I listen and I have to understand about them (.) er because I don't 
understand this one I couldn't er say about them 
 
jk ah ok so if she has all the information (.) on the PowerPoint slide (.) you know that if you 
don't listen you can still go back later  
 
11 yeah  

 
jk but if she's explaining this (.) lets see if I can find (3) this (looks for section on MP4) 
 
lecturer so variance analysis is nothing more than compare the actual result with the planned 
result (.) so what we see here (3) is (.) these are our actual results (.) so our actually units 
sold (.) our actual revenues and our actual operating income (.) right (.) (xxxx) budget (.) this 
is our plan (.) so this is what we planned in advance (.) so we wanted 12000 units to be sold 
(.) we wanted 1.44 million billion dollars and we wanted an operating income of 108 (.) so 
what you do (.) these are your standards (.) you're judged against these standards (.) so if 
you look at this income (.) 108 thousand actual result 40900  
 
11 for example she said this is a plan (.) I dunno there's no write the plan (.) and this is the 
actual result (.) yeah uh I thought that I should uh listen (.) and understand (.) yeah  
 
jk because you have to understand what she's saying because there's no other way of 
getting this information  
 
11 yeah 

 
jk ok um (4) that's interesting (.) um ok and do you find (.) when she's giving explanations (.) 
or when she's talking about things where she's not reading from the PowerPoint (.) what 
stops you from understanding her when you're listening  
 
11 uh when she was reading the er PowerPoint (5) actually I don't listen  
jk ok  
 
11 yeah because er I think bold one is important the other one is not exactly  
 



275 
 

jk and if she's not reading from the PowerPoint (.) if she's just talking or giving some 
explanation (.) is there anything (.) that stops you from understanding what she's saying  
 
11 uh (5) the (.) when she was reading the something er because eye contact and the er (3) 
gesture is important for me (.) if I have eye contact er yeah I listen (.) it means I listen you 
and I understand (.) on but er if there's no er something like that yeah  

 
jk you find it difficult to listen (.) ok and how do you find this lecturer (.) the accountability 
lecturer compared to other lecturers to understand  
 
11 uh for example (.) um panopticon and the power knowledge (.) we also er studied on the 
organisational analysis (.) it was the same (.) yeah er (.) we studied one more time  
 
jk after this lecture 
 
11 yeah after (.) yeah it was easy to understand  
 
jk ok what do you think were the main points that she wanted you to understand in this 
lecture (.) what were the key things that you needed to go away from the lecture with 
 
11 um what's the key (5) preparing is really important and uh (3) I donno (4) 
 
jk of all the information she gave you (.) what do you think the lecturer thought was the most 
important information 
 
11 oh yeah (3) the most important thing um I think the (3) this one  
 
jk the accounting of accountability 
 
11 and also (6) er standard costing and budgeting and this one 
 
jk the variance analysis 

 
11 this is the (.) I think general idea (.) the matching panopticon and Foucault (3) yeah er 
there's a star (indicating her notes) those are the important in the (6) er what's the meaning 
of this (.) er fulfilling the norms (xxxx) costing (.) yeah 
 
jk and do you think the lecturer could do anything to make the lectures easier for you to 
understand  
 
11 er the lecturer (5) if er yeah it's I think important if there's a uh bullet points  
 
jk to make the ppt simpler 
 
11 yeah er because er I try to understand yeah I don't know what's this and er what's the um 
specific information about that (.) after that er I think I have to listen and I have to take notes 
(.) yeah (.) I think it's a way to concentrate to listen (.) yeah 

 
jk and is there anything I haven't asked you about (.) about the lectures or about your 
listening at the moment that you think's important  
11 no  
 
jk ok great thank you very much 
50.23 
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Tutor 8  

Information Sheet 
 

1. How long have you been teaching English as a second or foreign language (ESL /EFL)? 
          4 years 

 
2. What ESL / EFL / EAP / other teaching qualifications do you have? 
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Tutor 8 
Interview: 4.15pm 01/08/2015 in a classroom in CW 4th floor 
Length of interview: 26.03 

 
         
jk so first of all what problems do you think that course X students have 
understanding academic lectures when they go to their academic course 
 
t8 hmmm (.) erm (5) I think they have problems taking notes (.)  cause that's 
what they've told me (.) um and understanding what the main part (.) the main 
points are and what they need to write down (.) um in order to understand the 
lecture (.) um but having said that (.) I think what they get on their courses if it's 
like my masters course (.) they get the PowerPoint slides before the lecture (.) 
potentially which means that they can prepare quite a lot more than they do in 
any of our listening classes or um lectures which course d organise (.) and they 
should have (2) more knowledge of the topic beforehand than what we kind of 
give them  
 
jk and you said that note-taking gives them particular problems (.) can you 
elaborate on that (.) what kind of problems do they have with note-taking  
 
t8 um (2) well I think it's distinguishing between what they um need to 
understand in order to understand the main point and what what are examples 
to help them understand those points (.) and I think um (.) well particularly for 
the exam they don't write down the most relevant things and so um they can't 
answer the questions which they've been given uh yeah 
 
jk why do you think they don't write down the most relevant things  
 
t8 I'm not sure (.) (@) um I'm not sure why they (.) I don't (.) I think maybe they 
miss the points or they're (.) maybe the points are introduced and then er an 
example is given quite quickly and then they have to (.) so then they have to 
kind of deduce from the examples what is being talked about (.) and process 
the information and then make notes in their own words of what they've 
understood (.) which is all quite a long process (.) to be able to do quickly um 
within the lecture (.) um yeah 
 
jk and you were talking particularly about the exam (.) how representative of the 
skills you think they need on their academic course do you think the exam is  
 
t8 um not especially representative (2) um like I said before I think they get a lot 
more time to prepare and read up and (3) you're not tested on what you've 
learnt in the lecture (.) I mean um (3) well I wasn't anyway (.) er and it's more 
like an introduction to the topic and you do some background reading 
beforehand (.) and you do more reading afterwards (.) and it's (.) you don't need 
to understand all of it in order to understand like generally the topic (.) um and 
(5) I said that they have er problems taking notes but actually (.) in real life you 
don't need to make that many notes in a lecture (.) um and especially if you've 
got the PowerPoint slides already printed out then you just add bits (.) like 
examples there if you need to (.) um so I don't think it is (.) I mean it might be 
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different on different courses obviously and they might be expected to write 
down a lot more but I don't know (.) I'm not sure about that 
 
jk so er do you think there are other things apart from the ability to take notes (.) 
that give them problems in academic lectures  
 
t8 (4) um well (2) I'm not sure whether (4) er all the time they’re expected just to 
be quiet and to listen (.) sometimes the lectures um require them to take part 
and answer questions (.) um (3) or I don't know even do group work (.) um and I 
don't think they’re prepared for that at all (.) they expect to just listen and take (.) 
take it in passively and so I think that's probably a bit of a shock to them when 
they are supposed to answer and they will not speak up at all (.) so but that's a 
different (.) I suppose that's a different aspect of just listening (.) no maybe it's 
not (.) listening and following the main point and then being able to actually use 
it (.) process it quickly enough to be able to give it comment would be useful 
(@) 
 
jk and you said (.) you said that when you get to their academ (.) when they get 
to their academic course you expect them to probably have the ppt beforehand 
(.) how do you think that that helps students understand lectures 
 
4.35 
 
t8 um (.) well it includes already it includes the references (.) I suppose that the 
lecturers going to mention (.) um it includes the main topic vocabulary which 
they can look up ahead of time (.) um (2) I mean I always had a quick look and 
noted down any questions about the PowerPoint that I had (.) um because 
sometimes it wasn't clear and I hoped that it would be expanded on in the 
lecture and sometimes it was sometimes it wasn't and so that was useful to be 
able to prepare erm some kind of questions (.) beforehand (.) yeah 
 
jk and how do you think that course X students experience of lectures is 
different to that of home students  
 
t8 (2) um I think it is being able to process the information which you're 
presented with (.) and (1) make some kind of um (.) yeah like to be able to form 
your own opinion about something (.) or you're own ideas or for it to add to what 
(.) the knowledge which you already have and to mix it all together (.) I think is 
easier if it's in your language rather than a second language (.) um (2) because 
in a second language you're still processing the words (.) erm and (3) I suppose 
you haven't got to the thoughts bit yet (.) um (@@) yeah so I guess that's easier 
for home students  
 
jk and what do you think lecturers can do to help international students 
understand lectures  
 
t8 um definitely provide the PowerPoints beforehand (.) I would say maybe give 
then more of a chance (.) like more pauses (.) erm (2) I suppose visuals (.) er 
like if they're giving an example give a visual example as well as a spoken 
example erm (3) yeah I can't think of anything else right now 
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jk and what do you think the purpose of lectures is  
 
t8 well I think it's introducing a topic (.) um giving an overview but you'll probably 
not required um to go into depth on it all in your own research (.) I mean 
sometimes you are just introduced to something (.) it adds to your (.) general 
knowledge of that topic (.) but then you never actually do anything with it (.) 
from my experience (.) but again I'm not sure about all the different subject 
areas but (.) I imagine  
 
jk do you know if you have any students who are going to the school of 
management  
 
t8 in my classes (.) um yes I think I do have a couple 
 
jk do you think that management students might have any particular problems in 
um academic lectures 
 
t8 erm umm (2) I don't know (.) what like business (.) business 
 
jk yeah 
 
t8 um (3) I suppose it might be culturally different (.) er the businesses (.) er I 
don't know I don't know what they cover in those lectures or the whole um 
department (.) but if it's anything to do with like case studies (.) I don't know is it 
(.) um if it's to do with case studies of businesses then obviously it's going to be 
um culturally centred around the west (.) and um so for them that  might be 
something which is difficult (.) um another thing that springs to mind is if they 
are like people within the business world (.) if they've worked in business (.) 
then they might use lots of um like idioms in their language and business talk 
which is um quite specific 
 
jk um and (.) just going back to the note-taking (.) what do you do in class to 
prepare students for note-taking  
 
t8 phffff erm well predict what they're going to hear and I try to tell them if they 
have absolutely no idea about the topic at all then to write down some questions 
which they either expect the lecturer to answer or that they would want to know 
about this topic (.) because asking them to predict about something (2) which 
they don't know anything about is just a waste of time basically cause what can 
they write down (.) erm so having questions which can at least guide them (.) 
erm in their listening so that they've got something to listen for rather than just 
listening and trying to write down everything (.) um yeah (.) and (.) um (2) trying 
to kind of (.) encourage them to (.) while while an example is being given (.) for 
example (@) um saying that they can they can hold the main point in their mind 
and be writing that down while an example is being given (.) um and even 
thinking about like the time that they can use when a lecturer's going on to the 
next point and using signposting to go on to the next thing (.) that they can still 
be writing ideas down in that time (.) but then they need to know when they've 
got to start listening again (.) um so (.) but which is something that we do 
automatically but (.) obviously it's a bit more difficult for them  
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jk do you do anything in class to help them with that (.) to help them either 
identify when there's signposting or when there's examples 
 
t8 yeah for signposting yeah um uh for example the other day in the practice 
listening um (3) I kept pausing it and saying was this bit useful for the (.) er that 
wasn't lecture note-taking though but that was just the the part 2 (.) um and they 
already had the questions (.) so um they knew they were listening for something 
specific so it was the beginning (.) it was just the introduction so I kept pausing it 
and saying is this but interest- er important for the answers (.) and they were 
like no no (@) so um and then yeah so letting them listen once or twice and 
then going through and pausing it and kind of talking about what we'd just heard 
(4) because is you just leave it until the end and then just answer the questions 
they're not actually (2) you're not actually giving them any feedback or (.) well (.) 
as a class I suppose (.) analysing what you've actually heard (.) like the whole 
thing in parts (.) I think they need more time (.) to pause and think  
 
11.19 
 
jk would you just play a section and then pause it or would you do anything else 
with it  
 
t8 play a part and then (1) yeah pause it (.) and then oh well when I'm doing the 
feedback for the answers (.) if it's like play it twice and then (.) um when we go 
through the answers in feedback I would tell them to shout out stop when they 
hear the answer (.) and then we'll talk about the answer (.) erm using the 
transcript as well can be useful (.) listen and follow the transcript (.) erm (.) but 
after they've tried to listen just listen  
 
jk why do you think it's useful for  them to listen and follow the transcript  
 
t8 um because (.) er they need to be able to recognise what they hear and what 
they (.) and join it with what they see (.) erm so (5) they need to know the link 
between the written and the spoken word (.) and that is often what er the 
problem that they have (.) erm so they might know a word when they see it but 
not when they hear it and so being able to listen and um read the transcript at 
the same time can help them (.) with that 
 
jk ok what other things do you think we could do on Course X to help students 
with their listening skills  
 
t8 (@) that's a big question (.) erm well I think (.) we we had the er like (2) 
tagged on lesson the other day about connected speech (.) and most of it's like 
aimed towards erm what they can produce (.) but connected speech isn't just 
about what they can produce (.) it's about being able to understand (.) what 
they're listening to (.) and I think if that was towards the beginning of the course 
and more in a um in a listening context I think that could really help them to start 
recognising those patterns (.) erm so that they are able to (2) erm (.) break 
down erm or get meaning from what they're listening to (.) so kind of cutting 
through the connected speech and being able to (.) is it called parsing (.) yeah  
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jk yeah  
 
t8 is it bottom up (@) yeah bottom up listening  
 
both (@)  
 
t8 ok yeah so more of that at the beginning initially um (2) so that they're given 
the tools for listening (.) rather than pumping them full of topic vocab which they 
like listen out for and concentrate on and then and then erm and they're worried 
about understanding everything all of the time (.) erm I think that yeah that could 
help potentially 
 
jk anything else you think we could do  
 
t8 to help with listening (.) well I think um their really anxious to understand 
everything (.) all of the time (.) erm I think if (.) well (2) kind of more tasks 
around erm working out what the main points are but then I don't know what 
they did in the first half of the course in detail cause I've never taught the first 
half of the course (.) so maybe they do stuff on that (.) erm but I think this idea 
of main points is just really vague (.) erm and (2) I think a lot of them just write 
down for example when they're taking notes (.) just write down key words (.) 
and key words don't mean anything if you haven't got like the ideas behind them 
(.) they need to be key ideas not key words (.) erm (.) so kind of proc- (.) I 
suppose processing what they've heard (3) is (2) the key (.) for the course and 
also for their studies (.) um and I'm not sure if the questions which we ask them 
are (.) um actually doing that in the exam or the tasks that we give them (.) yeah  
 
jk so what could (.) what do you think we could do to help them process the 
information more  
 
t8 well I think they've got to produce something (.) er I know we have 
comprehension questions but I think they need to take it and they need to apply 
it in some way (.) which is obviously really difficult when you're um (.) when the 
lectures or the listenings are about things which they don't know about (.) erm 
it's really hard for them to be able (.) cause if they've got no knowledge of it 
beforehand then they can't suddenly form an opinion (.) which is what one of 
the lessons the other day was about (.) media oh theories of mass 
communication (.) and then and they were expected to (2) understand the 
theories well enough to be able to reflect on them immediately (.) well (.) it just 
doesn't seem possible that they'd be able to do that (.) but that's what they're 
gonna be expected to do on their course and so (3) I think it needs to just be 
something which they are (.) kind of more general (.) maybe more general 
topics which they do know about (.) but I don't know what those would be 
 
jk ok  
 
both (@) 
 
jk and what else do you think we could do (.) or do you think we could do 
anything else to help students with note-taking  
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t8 um (2) I think there has been quite a lot erm (.) this year or on this course (.) 
different to last year (.) like there's been more (.) erm support so kind of (2) er 
(3) part part notes (.) or like there are some bullet points which have already 
been (.) um (3) like partly made and then they have to complete the notes (.) I 
think that's quite useful (.) cause then they can see exactly what they're 
expected to to write down (.) where as beforehand you know they've just got (.) 
a couple of lines of writing which they've they've managed to take from a 10 
minute lecture and um so I think structuring it more (.) um is quite useful to 
begin with (.) um (2) yeah more structure 
 
jk and um what about the live lectures that we go to (.) what do you think of 
them as learning experiences for the students  
 
t8 I think they're pretty good (.) I think they erm (.) well the last one was really 
good (.) what was it about (.) er (2) oh I can't remember 
 
jk whistleblowing  
 
t8 there we go whistleblowing (.) oh yeah (.) yeah yeah yeah yeah (.) and I think 
he was (.) although his er English wasn't perfect (.) I think it was er he was like a 
good role model for them because it's something which they can achieve 
themselves and he said himself he was on that course at some point (.) erm so 
that's really nice (.) um (3) and they seem to really um react well to him (.) and 
even though it's something which beforehand they said why are we why are we 
doing a lecture about this (.) erm (2) after explaining that it was you know 
simulating what they will be doing on their course (.) um I think they kind of 
understood that a bit better (.) but that was the last lecture like (.) surely (.) they 
should have realised that a bit sooner and appreciated the other one as well (.) 
uh but I think the the one before that about doing a PhD (.) erm maybe wasn't 
as relevant to them (.) like I think maybe if they've got more (.) facts which they 
need to be like they really concentrating on taking notes (.) erm and it's more (.) 
concrete for them and (.) though the topic itself isn't accessible that it seems 
more like a a proper lecture if you like (.) rather than just somebody talking 
about their experience (.) um (.) so yeah (.) er but I think they do get quite a lot 
out of it (.) yeah  
 
19.15 
 
jk what kind of things do you think they get out of it 
 
t8 oh yeah good point (@) erm (@) practise taking notes (2) er like the 
preparation beforehand (.) erm I think the simulation of that is quite good (.) um 
because they did (.) they really did need to prepare for the last one because 
they had no idea about the topic (.) and using the erm the pre-reading er the 
pre-lecture reading was quite good as well cause that's also what you'd be 
expected to do probably (.) erm (2) so that was nice (.) erm dealing (.) I suppose 
dealing with different accents (.) they always complain about that (.) oh it's too 
difficult (.) it's not what I'm used to (.) erm and it's it's one thing for the teacher to 
tell them well you're gonna have to deal with this (.) and it's another thing to 
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actually put them in that situation and they do have to (@) there's no choice in 
the matter (.) I think that's quite good (.) erm yeah (.) and erm  
 
jk do you think there are any other skills that should be taught on a pre-
sessional course to help students deal with lectures  
 
t8 (5) (@) maybe but I can't think of any right now (@@) erm any other skills (3) 
no I think I've talked about most of the things (.) have I  
 
jk ok what advice do you give students about them helping to develop their 
lecture listening skills  
 
t8 erm (5) I advise them to do plenty of listening outside of class (.) erm and to 
listen to for example the TED talks (.) or the other lectures which are online (.) 
erm (2) and (2) not necessarily listen to all of it in detail (.) erm more than once 
(.) but to listen to a short part of it and er listen a couple of times (.) really to 
study the language as well as (.) listening for meaning so I advise that the first 
time (.) couple of times they listen for meaning (.) and see how much they can 
get out of it and then to listen maybe with subtitles or the transcript so that 
they're getting more out of it (.) so um language vocabulary er structures (.) 
listening for connected speech (.) erm so that they're actually doing something 
with it rather than (3) just vaguely writing down a few notes (.) yeah  
 
jk and er thinking about your own teaching skills (.) what training have you had 
to teach listening skills either formally or informally  
 
t8 (4) I haven't had any actual formal training I don't think (.) erm on the CELTA 
I can't can't remember (.) it was quite a long time ago (.) erm (2) no (5) no but 
on my master’s I studied listening a little bit for my dissertation (.) erm and I 
looked at the materials (.) er 2 textbooks (.) and looked at the exercises in there 
and um looked at whether they do prepare students for listening in the real 
world (.) and erm I found mostly (.) well I found that often they were just a 
vehicle for language (.) erm so for presenting a new language point rather than 
actually looking at any kind of skills erm which you need for for listening (.) yeah 
 
jk and how do you feel your knowledge of teaching academic listening skills 
compares to your knowledge of teaching the other academic skills of reading 
writing and erm speaking  
 
t8 erm (.) I think it is not as good (@) erm because it is something which is 
really hard to understand erm in terms of what actually goes on in a learner's 
brain when they're listening (.) erm and how you can actually get out of them 
what they have understood (.) or haven't understood because obviously then 
you need some kind of production (.) and maybe it's their production which is 
erm inaccurate and their listening was actually accurate (.) erm so (.) being able 
to distinguish between the 2 is difficult (.) erm and everybody has different 
problems (.) each learner has different issues with listening (.) and so erm I 
think it's (.) there's just a general lack of understanding of what happens when 
we listen and um (.) it's it's not concrete (.) you can't see it and you can't feel it 
(.) and see what's going on so it's difficult (.) whereas you can see if 
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somebody's reading a page and struggling over a word (.) you can see that (.) 
erm and obviously writing is very easy to check what's going on (.) and 
speaking obviously as well (.) but yeah listening's tough 
 
jk um in academic lectures what strategies do you think students use to help 
them better understand lectures  
 
t8 I think they use the visuals (.) erm (3) definitely they use the visuals (.) erm 
(1) I'm not sure what else really (@@) they listen for the key words but I don't 
know if that actually helps them to understand the topic or the idea (.) erm and I 
think (.) I think the PowerPoint is key to helping them understand  
 
jk why  
 
t8 erm because it reduces everything down into written form (.) and erm it's 
something yeah concrete for them to grab hold of when they're struggling to 
listen (.) and if they're struggling with notes they'll just write down what's on the 
on the PowerPoint (.) at least they've got a record of what the lecture was about 
(.) erm (2) yeah 
 
jk is there anything else either about lecture listening or listening in general or 
course X that I haven't asked you that you think is important  
 
t8 (3) I think you've covered most of the bases  
 
both (@) 
 
t8 um yeah sorry  
 
jk that's ok (.) ok thank you very much 
 
26.03 
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Lecturer 3 

Interview: 13.15 on 01/02/2016 in lecturer’s office re Critical Perspectives on Management 
module lecture given on 01/02/16 to MSc Management Students 
Length of interview: 26.31. 

 
The lecturer is female and from Germany. This is the second year that she has taught this 
module, although she has been teaching in the School of Management since 2008. 

 
jk ok so I'll start off with some sort of general background questions just about 
you and then as I said in the email (.) focus more on what your perceptions are 
of international students and what you think they’re experiences are (.) cause 
one of the things I'm doing is trying to compare what lecturers and also EAP 
tutors think students experience compared to what the students think their 
experience is (.) uh so how long have you been working in the School of 
Management  
 
l3 er since 2008  
 
jk and how long have you been teaching this module  
 
l3 I'm lying it's 2007 
 
jk ok 
 
l3 um this is my second year for the module 
 
jk and where are you from  
 
l3 Germany  
 
jk how long have you been in the UK 
 
l3 the same period yeah 
 
jk and ok some background first about lectures in general (.) why do you think 
students have to go to lectures as part of their academic course 
 
l3 (3) um I'm not a fan of this have to go (.) um I very much see it as (1) as the 
exam or the assignment as the point of control if you want and if they (.) feel 
they can acquire the knowledge elsewhere then um as far as I'm concerned 
they don't have to come to the lecture (.) I know that policy is quite different now 
for a number of reasons including political ones er but yeah that's my point (.) 
what i think the lecture can give them is to have a very (1) um efficient quick 
overview over certain topics that would take them 10 times the time if they had 
to read them up by themselves (.) and find them in the first place 
 
jk but (.) so you think that students could get that knowledge in other ways but it 
would just take them a lot longer 
 
l3 yes 
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jk and so why do you think the School of Management has lectures then for the 
students  
 
l3 well (@@) because we're a university and that's how we do it basically (.) um 
(3) yeah i could make up some clever rationale but i think it's a traditional 
institutionalised way of teaching  
 
jk ok and so thinking particularly about students who are studying in a second 
language (.) what are the main problems that you think they have understanding 
the lectures in the school of management (.) or understanding lectures 
 
l3 uh well the obvious language problems in terms of vocabulary (.) in terms of 
acoustics (.) in terms of the fact that our staff is from mixed language 
backgrounds so not everybody is a perfect BBC English speaker (.) um 
including myself um so this is one big um yeah domain (.) yeah the other one 
has to do (.) and i think that is particular to critical management studies which is 
very much a western tradition with western concerns about western ways of 
capitalism (.) you've seen the lecture today (2) I'm very much aware that if I 
wanted to do this properly i probably would have to say much more about 
Catholicism Protestantism because I'm talking to non-European students and 
um so I think yeah um there is a cultural problem to do with the history of the 
place and so on  
 
jk and what do you think lecturers can do to help the students with those 
problems 
 
l3 um (6) with both forms  
 
jk yeah 
 
l3 so ok yeah so I think trying to rephrase (.) trying to um (3) make sentence 
simple and so on is one thing (.) although all this (.) jars a bit with the idea that 
you have to cover a certain amount of material (.) that's why I wouldn't go into 
Protestantism Catholicism more than for this audience more than I would for 
say German or British students (.) there is also this idea that (1) this isn't my job 
(.) um because this isn't a lecture on the different denominations of Christian 
belief (.) it is a you know this Christian belief impinged on capitalism and so in a 
sense there is also this idea that if you come here to study these in a sense 
particular western contexts then you have to be prepared (.) I can't give you that 
preparation (.) so there is this (xxxx) let’s put it like that 
 
jk ok so do you think that you make any adaptions in your lectures because the 
majority of the students are listening in as second language  
 
l3 er yeah I think (2) I try to talk a bit more simple than I might do with a purely 
British or native British audience (.) um and I explain (.) yeah I try to explain 
more but within the limits I've just outlined  
 
jk ok um and so you said that students come here (.) they have to expect the 
kind of western perspective (.) um so what do you think students can do to help 
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themselves understand the lectures better  
 
l3 read and be immersed in the discourse (.) I mean this is not academic 
discourses this is just you know outside of university (.) be engaged (.) read 
newspapers (.) um yeah that kind of thing (.) and try to be more (.) learn more 
about (.) this country (.) this continent  
 
both (@@) 
 
l3 whatever  
 
jk and within lectures what kind of strategies do you think the students use to try 
and help them understand 
 
l3 (7) um (1) I think they work in groups some of them (.) to (.) when you say 
within the lecture you don't mean within those 2 hours but  
 
jk well both actually within the lecture theatre and then also pre and post lecture 
 
l3 well in my experience (.) um Chinese students like to um have the material in 
advance (.) be able look at it and take their time reading and understanding it (.) 
um that that (6) would be something I see as a major difference to let’s say 
British students or English native language students (.) um (1) yeah they these 
groups (.) I don't think they're that different in the lecture (.) they probably try to 
write more (.) but yeah otherwise I think yeah the behaviour in the lecture is not 
that different (.) they all play on their I-phones  
 
both (@@) 
 
jk and what's your opinion about that 
 
l3 it pisses me off (@@) I try to ignore it (.) I mean as you could see from my 
little speech this morning (.) I mean I expected that (.) it happened last year (.) 
they just don't take you seriously when you say (.) could you please prepare this 
(.) um when I did lectures in Germany about the same content I would just 
reserve 20 minutes for them to read it and then talk about it but that wouldn't 
work (.) they wouldn’t understand (.) I mean it's quite a (2) you know it's 10 
pages or something 
 
jk yeah I saw it  
 
l3 and it's not exactly easy and stuff (.) so I think they they would be (.) um it 
wouldn't work  
 
jk was this the first time you'd seen the students or did you see them last week 
with [Lecturer 5] 
 
l3 I saw them briefly last time so um [Lecturer 5] did the major part of the 
introduction and I just was there for the first 10 minutes probably talking about 
the organisation of the module  
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jk do you set any ground rules with them in that first lecture about expectations  
 
l3 (3) yeah I think (.) yeah yeah I mean um (8) ground rules is a bit harsh (.) I 
think we try to explain what this module is and isn't (.) because in a sense this 
critical perspective is not (3) they normally tend to be quite managerial so they 
want to learn the tools of the trade in some sense so we have to do a bit of 
expectation management to say this is not what we want to teach you in that 
sense yes (.) and the other ground rules I set this (xxxx) because they wouldn't 
have believed me last time  
 
10.20 

l3 when you then say we're not going to do this (.) then this registers more 
 
jk so I know you briefly explained it to the students in the lecture but can you 
briefly explain it to me again about why you want the students to do the pre-
reading  
 
l3 because I want them to engage with the original materials (.) to me it is (2) 
every university's study is about reading (.) the sources the primary sources of 
whatever your area is (.) and then obviously read secondary literature but um 
(1) and for understandable reasons (.) especially with Webber and Marx and so 
on which were written 120 years ago the students are quite reluctant to 
approach them so that's why (.) and we haven't got a lot of seminars so if we 
had a seminar each week (.) you know I might do that in the seminars (.) but I 
haven't got that time so i at least try to integrate it to the lectures a little bit on 
top of the stuff I would normally do in the lecture to to make them aware that 
this is what we expect 
 
jk do you think it affects their understanding of the lectures if they haven't done 
the pre-reading (.) apart from them not being able to take part in the discussion  
 
l3 (2) I think that becomes (.) there is not one hard fast rule for all (.) so I think 
there is definitely an opportunity to understand a bit better because what I (2) 
basically those 8 pages in webber refer to what I had in one bullet point on the 
slide or maybe 2 (.) so yes it is a bit more slowly going and a bit more explicit 
what he does 
 
jk and you mentioned briefly note-taking (.) do you think students should take 
notes in lectures  
 
l3 I think in the 20 years that I've taught opinion on that has gone back and forth 
and back and forth (.) so I think when I came to the trade it was very much the 
idea (.) or when PowerPoint was born which was (.) which was a bit later (.) 
everybody thought giving them the slides would free them up to listen and to 
actively participate (.) which it doesn't do (@) um so I'm quite agnostic about it 
nowadays (.) um (2) I think in giving a lecture to these non-native speakers is 
much more of a monologue anyway so I (.) I have cut down the interactive parts 
about it very much (.) if I compare it to my German lectures where I taught 
solely German native speaker (.) um we would discuss much more and I would 
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ask them to give much more um active and forthcoming and so on (.) so I've (.) I 
think I've learned over those years that um Chinese students don't like to be 
very exposed in the lecture and articulating themselves and their standpoint or 
quarrelling with you (.) that's what I used to do in Germany (.) I liked to provoke 
them (.) they'd come back and you know we would have a quarrel about it (.) 
um so I've cut all that out  
 
14.18 

 
l3 and basically yeah despite my speech this morning it is very much a delivery 
and created for consumption (1) and every now and again I try to (xxxx) 
 
jk and do you think that affects their learning experience 
 
l3 I have no idea (.) I wouldn't want to make (.) this is obviously (.) there are a 
few people (.) and I'm ready to bet the 2 gentlemen in the end row (.) will 
continue to carry the lecture in terms of the discussion parts (.) and then there is 
one or two who might speak up (.) but I have no idea what they do (.) what they 
think (.) how (.) now it's just a black box really  
 
jk do you have any idea of how much they’re understanding 
 
l3 no  
 
jk no 
 
l3 I'm um (.) in a sense initially when I started teaching here I was quite (.) 
frustrated and disenchanted (.) I thought you know they're not getting anything 
(.) when I then see the exams um I think oh (@@) because somehow some 
have (.) so yeah I I I'm too unsure to make a prediction about that (.) apparently 
judging from the exam results some eventually get it although they don't give 
you the impression in the lecture that they would 
 
jk and um you mentioned the PowerPoint slides (.) um (.) so you provide it to 
the students before the lectures on blackboard 
 
l3 yes 
 
jk why do you do that 
 
l3 um still from this old rationale that they should be freed up (.) in the lecture to 
to listen rather than to take notes (.) although you know with the ifs and buts 
that I've just mentioned (.) and I think yeah (.) for the Chinese students in 
particular it makes it easier for them (.) if they look at it before (.) to you know 
translate some words they don't understand (.) stuff like that (.) again I mean (.) 
when I finished I thought shall I ask if anybody has questions (.) which would 
have been the standard finishing line (.) but I can't remember when the last 
person put up their hand and had questions (.) if they do they will come to you 
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at the end and speak to you in private although it might be something of interest 
to everybody (.) it's just not how they work (@) 
 
jk ok is there anything else you expect students to do before the lectures apart 
from the pre-reading 
 
l3 no no  
 
jk what about after the lectures (.) what would you expect the students to go 
away and do now  
 
l3 um (15) I would eventually um expect them to read what we've given them 
because we've already cut this down and think this is really pertinent to the 
exam or to the potential exam questions (.) necessary at the end of the day not 
all of them (.) um read those bits (.) yeah and (2) eventually revise for the exam 
along with the lecture slides  
 
jk um thinking about today's lecture (.) what was the main or the key point you 
would want students to take away from that lecture 
 
l3 er the main point would be the notion of Webber that culture and ideas have 
a very determining influence on economic system (.) and I'll say that again next 
week when I do Marx who obviously has this idea that it is all about materials 
and resources and who has got control of resources (.) and so I will juxtapose 
those 2 (.) which I can only do once I've done Marx 
 
jk and which parts of the lecture do you think they found easiest (.) students 
would find easiest to understand  
 
l3 (3) easiest to understand (2) um probably the storytelling bit (.) the bit about 
Protestantism (@) but the first bit about the Spiritists  
 
jk and which parts then would you think they found most difficult to understand  
 
l3 um the last the bit about rationalisation and bureaucracy where we go back 
into theory and that (.) and it's quite condensed too so this is a big chunk of 
Webber put together yeah 
 
jk and why do you think they would find that most difficult  
 
l3 um (1) because it's it's theoretical and not very um (.) I mean I I I try to have 
those discussions to give a few illustrations but it's still quite um (.) it's quite (.) 
it's big thoughts um in 20 minutes or you know 40 minutes (.) it's not a lot of 
time to go in very deep 
 
jk and do you think that um there's anything (.) I think we briefly touched on this 
before (.) but anything that lecturers or the university or the department could do 
to make international students comprehension of lectures easier 
 
l3 (18) um (8) are we talking ideal world 
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jk yeah 
 
l3 ok um yes somebody with a knowledge of Chinese culture would help me you 
know to understand what is completely alien and what I in terms of pre-
knowledge if you want so so like this kind of (.) I mean I assume they don't 
know about Catholicism and Protestantism and stuff like that but that is my 
assumption (.) um so it would be helpful (.) or if somebody could give me um 
Chinese examples (.) although for this particular lecture it might not be you 
know very helpful but yeah (.) that kind of thing (.) I have never been to China 
and so I yeah 
 
jk and is there anything else about er lectures or students listening in lectures 
that I haven't asked you about that you think is particularly important or 
particularly relevant 
 
l3 (2) no (5) no I mean (5) I think when I was a young lecturer there were a lot of 
discussions about finding different forms of teaching and all that stuff (.) which 
seem to have died away and certainly here you know where it's a very (.) to do 
with predictability and legitimacy (.) you know very standardised syllabus and 
um so there isn't a lot of room for experimenting (.) the students are only here 
for a year anyway so you never see them again (.) so for all those reasons I 
think um we've reverted to this very frontal form of lecture (.) um yeah which 
isn't great but (@) I'm not going to fight 
 
both (@@)  
 
jk in your ideal world what would you have instead 
 
l3 well um not necessarily (.) it's not that ideal but you know when I taught in 
Germany um we had degree programs that lasted 5 years so (.) and I got the 
students in their fourth year or so (.) so you had much more opportunity to (.) to 
shape them in your way and to to make um experiments (.) if I did seminar and 
I've had those and at the end of the 15 weeks I thought well this didn't work at 
all (@@) that was fine you know (.) it wasn't a problem because they would 
have 20 other seminars and uh they weren't paying money anyway (.) so yeah 
um you you could fail whereas now it's all become very (2) they are consumers 
and you know don't set a foot wrong and just stick with what you know which 
works (.) and yeah (.) plus then problems of language and cultural barriers and 
so on (.) so I think yeah we've become very conservative (.) yeah 
 
jk just one other question I thought of about your ppt slides (.) I noticed that you 
don't tend to have that many words on them and quite a lot of them were just 
sort of headlines and pictures is there a rationale behind that 
 
l3 yeah in so far as I think you know PowerPoint slides with a lot of text just put 
me off (.) when I listen to (.) you know when I see them (.) so I try to avoid that 
um (5) yeah at some stage I thought I picked that up as as British thing (.) or at 
least something my British colleagues do a lot (.) just have a nice picture (.) and 
and you know a few words and then talk about it whereas I think in Germany it 
would be more (.) the slide would be something like a condensed (2) note on 



292 
 

the lecture (.) you know that you could take away (.) um yeah but as I say 
basically I don't like slides where you know a lot of content on it  
 
jk so because you don't have that much content on the slides you are I guess 
kind of relying on the students to make more notes or expecting them to make 
more notes on what you say 
 
l3 um (8) no I think when people have full slides they normally have long quotes 
on them or stuff like that which (.) you wouldn't take notes on anyway and um 
that's on the one hand (.) on the other hand with regard to this particular lecture 
(.) I mean I don't expect them to be able to reproduce these 6 stages to me in 
any detail (.) so um they probably won't know that but you know I wouldn't 
expect them to take loads of notes about the Greek gods or something like that 
(.) it was (.) the idea was you know to understand the gist of the argument and 
where it was going  
 
jk right yeah ok and so then your later slides had more yeah bullet points of the 
key points 
 
l3 yeah when we got back into theory you know then yeah yeah (.) but um yeah 
yeah  
 
jk ok is there anything else that you think is relevant 
 
l3 no (@)  
 
jk ok great thank you very much 
 
26.31 
  



293 
 

Appendix 9: Screenshot of codes generated in NVivo 
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Appendix 10: Participant mind-maps 
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Appendix 11: Example student notes 

 

Student 1 (MSc Management) observed lecture 1 
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Student 1 (MSc Management) observed lecture 4 
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Student 8 (MSc Accounting and Finance) observed lecture 1 
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Student 8 (MSc Accounting and Finance) observed lecture 4 

 


