Lady Mondegreen, listening - comprehension and more

Problems in Listening Comprehension are a stumbling block to successful communication. Students feel embarrased when they misunderstand the message and communication becomes inefficient. How could we, teachers, help them overcome their frustration and go ahead as naturally as a native speaker would? First, reminding them that mishearings are very common among native speakers of any language and then, training them to resort to other language skills (fluency, accuracy, reaction to the unexpected) that can help them clear up any doubts. 

No doubt, the countless times we cope with mishearings in our mother tongue simply pass unnoticed since they don´t bring about the feeling of frustration they do in a second language.  When we, teachers teach a second language and when we train students to understand the language, we should make them aware that mishearings are part of the communication process and they shouldn't feel intimidated...  We should train them to react naturally and spontaneously; in the same way they act whenever they speak and don't understand in their own language.  This idea of training students in Listening comprehension taking into account a natural situation came to my mind after reading the story of Lady Mondegreen,   and although it's known that there are mishearings in all languages, it helped me train my studens in a different fashion...by telling them that this question of mishearings or misunderstandings is a sort of universal issue.

. The word ´Mondegreen´ was coined by the writer Sylvia Wright, who as a child had heard the Scottish ballad ´The Bonny Earl of Murray” and had believed that one stanza went like this:” Ye Highlands and Ye lowlands Oh where hae you been? They hae slay the Earl of Murray, and Lady Mondegreen”. Some years later, she learned that what they had actually done was:  “slain the Earl of Murray and "laid him on the green." She was so distraught by the sudden disappearance of her heroine that she memoralized her with a neologism.  Thereafter, the word "mondegreen" was used to denote any mishearing of a popular song, chant, phrase aphorism or lyric. Here there are some examples: (entry mondegreen-www.wordsmith.org)

1- Shortly after the anti-inflammatory drug naproxen sodim became available over the counter, my dad complained to my mom about his recurrent back pain.  She told him: “Maybe you should take Aleve”.  He responded: “It´s not so bad that I need to take time off work!” 

       2-   After returning from the podiatrist, I told my husband I had a neuroma  

              (damaged nerve between the toes), my husband replied: “ I could have told you  

               your toes have an aroma” 

 Then, how can we help our students to get out of a tight spot without blushing or staring at their listeners speechless?

1- creating a true-to- life situation,

2- reacting to their mishearing naturally, 

3- keeping the conversation going,

4- resorting to questions, comments, echoeing, etc.

5- profiting from the situation to integrate vocabulary and grammar.

6- giving them feedback  

What skills, techniques should we train them to resort to to clear up their doubts? 

1- prompt reaction to the unexpected

2- inference

3- prediction

4- confirmation

5- question asking

 Demystifying the ´monster´ listening comprehension represents for most students is the first step to help them get rid of the embarrassment and shame they go through when copying with phonological difficulties in real life situations, training them to tackle these roadblocks as naturally as possible is the second. The more ´real´ the class is, the more successful their real life interactions will be. 

                                                                     Patricia C. de Abreu 

                                                                  patdea@ciudad.com.ar
