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Introducing the

Listening Assistant

Dianna Murphy
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Languages faculty and staff at the University of Wisconsin-
Madisonhavebeen working over thelast three years with alocal
software development company, Clotho Advanced Media, to
develop onaninnovative authoring application for language
teachers called the Listening Assistant. We are pleased tohave
reached a point where we areready to share informationabout
the tool with others and look forward to making it available to
colleaguesin the CALL and foreign language education commu-
nitiesin the near future.

The Listening Assistant was developed as part of aninitiative at
UW-Madison to promote innovation in the use of technology to
transform teaching and learning practices called T4: Transform-
ing Teaching Through Technology. Led by Professor Benjamin
Rifkinin the Department of SlavicLanguages and Literature, the
T4 Foreign Languages Project was an expansive, collaborative 3-
year CALL project focused on listening and viewing proficiency
attheadvancedlevel.

With the involvement of faculty and staff from across the lan-
guages, the project first developed a pedagogical framework for
targeting advanced-level listening proficiency (based on the
ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines). Then, with thesupportof IT staff
from the Division of Information Technology and Learning
Support Services, developed, implemented, and assessed pilot
online lessons based on authentic videoin three pilotlanguages:
English as asecond language, Russian, and Spanish. We then
shifted focus to devote our full attention to the project’s second
major goal, to develop authoring tools that enable language
teachers with little experience authoring multimediato create
similar web-based lessons and learning materials for studentsin
theirlanguage atany proficiency level.

Theidea for the Listening Assistant arose from the recognition
of the difficulty that learners at the novice-advanced levels
experience in processing and interpreting authenticinput.In
addition to providing “scaffolding” for students in the form of
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The Listening
Assistant player

lessons (consisting of tasks/learning activities thathelp students
work their way through the material) we wanted tobe able to
provide detailed, in-depth help for students as they view the
authenticvideoclip.

Our wish list for this help resource was long. Wewanted foritto
mimic the role of the teacher in the classroom in providing
supplementary material (such aslists of key words or questions
that help students focus their attention on the main idea or
importantdetails of the text) and in providing guidance (suchas
suggesting compensationstrategies). Wealso wereinterested in
trying tomimic theroleof the speaker/interlocutorina two-way
listening situation who, when asked, canslow down, repeat, or
paraphrasewhathejustsaid. Because weare working witha time-
based medium (video), we wanted to provide help that could be
associated to partsof aclip (i.e., notjust to the clipasa whole), so
thatstudents could access help resources forjust that partof the
clipin which they are experiencing difficulty. Werecognized that
individual teachers would make different decisions about the
kinds of help thatwould be mostuseful for theirstudents (depend-
ing onfactorssuchas the targetlanguage, the proficiency level of
thestudent, thenature of the video text, and the teacher’s instruc-
tionalgoals),and wanted a tool that would give teachers thiskind
of flexibility. Finally, we wanted todevelop a truly multilingual tool
thatcould beused by teachersand students of as many languages
as possible. The Listening Assistant is all thisand more.

The Listening Assistant consists of twomain components, aplayer
and anauthoring tool:

1. TheListening Assistantplayerisembedded inany web pageor
apop-upwindow andiswhatstudents usetoview thevideoclip
and accessdifferenthelp resources.

2. TheListening Assistant Authorisacross-platform (Macintosh
and Windows) authoring application thatenables language
instructorstocreateacustomplayerforstudentsintheircourses.

AnexampleoftheListening Assistantplayerisshownbelow inFigure
1. Theplayer consistsofavideoplaybackand controlarea,and ahelp
resourcearea. Studentsclickon thelinksin the help resourcearea to
openawindow thatgives themaccess tohelp forthepartof theclip
thattheyarecurrently viewing.

Using theauthoring tool, language teacherscan easily createsimilar
players thatprovidestudents with thekind of help that they thinkis
mostappropriateor useful. Teacherscanalsodecidewhether they
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wanttoguidestudentsthrough thehelpmaterialby organizing the
helpinto“levels.” By creatinglevels, teachersrequirestudentstofirst
accesswhateverhelpisavailablein thefirstlevel beforebeing given
accesstothehelpinthesecond one. Theoptionof providinga “best
path” forstudents whennavigating through thehelp material was
importanttosome faculty involved in this project who feltstrongly
aboutnot “givingaway” certainkindsofhelp, suchasatranslation.
Thisfeatureofallowing studentsgraduated access todifferenthelp
resourceswasalsointended toprovide teachersameansforcreating
materials thatcanhelp studentsimprove theirlistening proficiency,
notjustunderstand agiventext.

Theinterface of the Listening Assistant—including thebuttonsand
links— canbeeasily modified using the authoring tool. Theentire
interfacecanbeentirelyin thetargetlanguage, if desired (including
right-to-leftas well asleft-to-rightlanguages).

Theplayer canbeembedded inany HTML pageand delivered over
the Internet or on CD/DVD. It must be viewed with Internet
Explorer (5.2 or greater)onMacintoshOSX.x, or withaversion 6.0
of Internet Explorer or Netscape on Macintosh OS 9.x or on
Windows 2000/ NT or XP. The Flash 6 browser plug-inis also

required.

Figurel
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Help features

Alternate audio

Culture tips
Glossary
Grammar and
vocabulary tips
Guided questions
Keywords

Repeat section

Rephrase

Slow-downvideo

Subtitles

Summary
Transcript

Translation

Pescription

A second audio track of nativespeakersreading thescriptfromthe
primary videoclipataslowerrate,and withmoreclearly articu-
Jated word boundaries. Thealternate audio clipsare produced
putside of the Listening Assistant. This feature wasintended to
mimican interlocutor repeating orslowing down.

Tipsthatgivestudentsimportantbackground informationorto
explainunfamiliarconcepts.

A word look-up withdefinitionsin thetargetlanguageor English.

Tipsonunfamiliar grammatical constructions, vocabulary items,
discourse features, etc.

Questions to helplearnersfocus on certain aspectsof theclip. In
the targetlanguageor English.

Key wordsfrom thesection, with glossesinthetargetlanguageor
English.
A playback control for students to view a section as often as
desired.

A paraphrase of thesection in the targetlanguage.

Students watchand listentoaslower versionof the primary video
clip. Thesloweraudiotrackis produced outside of the Listening
Assistant; theauthoring toolautomatically syncsup thevideotrack
with theslowed-downaudio.

Runningsubtitlesinthe targetlanguage or English. These canbe
full subtitles, orjustkey words.

A summary of the section in the target language or English.
A written transcript of the sectionin the target language.

A written translation of the section in English.

Tablel
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Author

TheListening Assistant Authorisamultilingual applicationbased on
theUnicodetextencodingstandard thatenableslanguage teachers
tocreate custom Listening Assistant players. Using theauthoring
tool, teachers can:

¢ Parseavideoclipintotime-based sections or sub-sections

* InputorimporthelpcontentinthetargetlanguageorEnglish,
asappropriate

* Selectfromavariety of differentkindsofhelp (seebelow),and
associate the help with these sections, or with theclipasa
whole

* Requirelearnerstoaccesscertainkindsofhelpbeforeothers
(forexample, listen to an alternate audio track or view the

sectionataslowerratebeing givenaccessawritten transcript
ortranslation)

Thekinds of help that teachers can choose from are described in
Table 1 on the previous page.

Theabovelistof helpful featuresis notexhaustive—teachers can
use the tool to create their own help resources for their students
by simply calling the feature somethingelse.

TheListening Assistant Author was developed for theMacintosh
(OSX.2.6)and Windows (2000/ XP)platforms.Itrequires videofiles
inanSWF format; audio files mustbe MP3. For certain features to
work, Windows users must install the standalone Flash 6 player
(bundled with theauthoring tool). *

If you are interested in finding out more about the Listening
Assistant, pleasecontact:

Dr.DiannaMurphy

Divisionof Information Technology

University of Wisconsin—Madison

1301 University Ave.

Madison, WI 53715 Telephone (608)263-9090

diannamurphy@wisc.edu

Professor BenjaminRifkin

DepartmentofSlavicLanguages

University of Wisconsin—-Madison

1432 VanHise, 1220 Linden Drive

Madison, WI 53706 Telephone (608)262-1623
brifkin@wisc.edu
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