
Listening 
 

Authentic listening 
Many trade unionists are often involved in discussions with foreign 
colleagues at international meetings or in telephone conversations and 
thus it is extremely important to have a good level of listening 
comprehension in the target language. 

To promote these skills the language tutor should endeavour to bring 
the voices of native (or near-native) speakers of different varieties of 
the target language into the learning environment whenever possible. 
This can be done in several ways. Firstly, where possible, the tutor 
should have access to commercially produced audio-visual materials. It 
is important that the selected materials should be authentic, interesting 
and relevant to trade unionists. The tutor does not need to choose 
materials which focus solely on trade union issues. Social conversation 
with foreign visitors in the target language is often very important in 
building working relationships. 

It is extremely 
important to have a 

good level of listening 
comprehension in the 

target language 

 

The tutor can also develop materials by recording radio and television 
programmes, trade union meetings, congresses and union process 
conferences. An essential aspect of listening comprehension activities is 
the quality, not only of the material itself, but also of the audio-visual 
equipment used. Good quality recordings accompanied by manageable 
tasks will help the learners to feel relaxed and confident in their own 
listening skills and prepare them more effectively for 'real-life' situations 
in their work with their union. 
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Another way of introducing authenticity to listening tasks is to invite 
guest speakers to address the group of learners in the target language. 
The learners can be asked to plan a series of questions to put to the 
speaker and to make notes of the replies. 

 

Listening strategies 
Predicting is an important listening skill and the tutor should design 
pre-listening tasks which prepare the learner before listening and thus 
increase their confidence and help them to understand more. For 
example, if the learner is about to listen to a news programme, the tutor 
can ask them to make a list of the topics they think will be presented. 
The learners will then approach the listening task 'tuned into' the 
content, even if their predictions, at first, are incorrect. 

The tutor should raise the learner's awareness of listening for different 
purposes and the listening tasks set should reflect this. Listening 
anxiously for every word often deters even the most eager learner and s 
/he needs to be introduced to the idea of listening for content words in 
order to achieve an understanding of the gist, or general ideas, of the 
item. 

Learners can be taught to recognise verbal signposts which structure 
information and help them make predictions while listening. It is helpful 
to focus on discourse markers, or connectors, such as although, and 
however which signal the introduction of a contrasting idea. In addition 
the tutor can raise awareness of the use of sequencers such as firstly, 
next, lastly, and the changes in intonation when, for example, listing 
items. 

The tutor can design activities where the learner employs the strategy of 
selecting and rejecting information. This is where the listener has one or 
several points in mind and listens for that detailed information. 

The choice of listening tasks can be varied by the tutor to take into 
account the particular needs of the group of learners. Each task can be 
done as a whole or in parts, with or without repetition and with or 
without additional visual material. 

Correction of the tasks can be a small or whole group activity and the 
tutor can set a follow-up communicative activity or written task related 
to the content of the listening material. 
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Example activities 
 

LISTENING 
 

Levels 1-4  

 

The News 
NEWS Learners can be asked to fill in the boxes on the worksheet; the 

amount to be filled in will vary according to level. If this activity is used 
in class, the tutor can also vary the number of times the recording is 
played. See also section on Study Skills for further examples of this 
kind of worksheet. 

 

 WHAT 
happened? 

WHERE? WHO was 
involved? 

WHEN did 
this happen? 

Other 
details 

1.  

 
   

 

2.  

 
   

 

3.  

 
   

 

4.  

 
   

 

5.  
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LISTENING 
 

Level 2  

 

   The advantages of union membership 
 

Bill, the union shop steward, is talking to Anna, a new 
employee at the Vibratex factory 

 

Listen, and then answer the following questions 

 

1. How long has Bill worked for Vibratex?    

2. Is Anna a union member?     

3. Does Anna work full or part-time?  . 

4. What rights does the union protect?   

5. What particular problem could Anna have?  

6. Why is safety an important issue at Vibratex?  

7. What sort of courses does the union offer?  

8. How can the union help with spare time activities?   

9. What does Bill suggest to Anna?    

10. What other advantages of union membership could Bill have added? 

 

Do you think Bill makes a good case for membership of his 
union? 

Do you think Anna will join the union, and if so, why? 

 

Answers: 
1. Eleven years. 
2. No. 
3.  Part-time. 
4. Legal rights such as sick leave, holidays and redundancy notices. 
5. Problems of part-timers such as changes in working conditions. 
6. Because there is a lot of heavy machinery. 
7. IT (Information technology) and foreign language courses. 
8. It has a travel agency and a holiday centre. 
9. He suggests she reads the leaflet about the union and then asks 

him any questions. 
10. Better pay and conditions. 

 

  

Methodological Principles – listening                        4 
 

 



Language training for European trade unionists – a guide 

The advantages of union membership 
  
Bill: Welcome to Vibratex! It’s not a bad place to work in. I’ve been here for 
eleven years. Transcript 

Anna: Thanks.  It’s nice to meet you. 

Bill: I’m your shop steward, your union rep. I’d just like to ask you if you’re 
a member of our union? 

Anna: Well no, I’m not. What are the advantages of being a member? 

Bill: There are a quite lot of advantages. I think the main one is that the 
union protects your rights. 

Anna: What sort of rights are you talking about? 

Bill: Well, your legal rights: your entitlement to things like sick leave, 
holidays and proper notice* if the question of redundancy arises. 

Anna: I’m not really sure what benefits I’m entitled to. 

Bill: That’s actually what we’re here for. You’re part-time, aren’t you? Well 
part-timers can have a lot of problems-sudden changes to their working 
hours, for example. Here’s where the union can really help you. 

Anna: What else can the union do for me? 

Bill: Health and safety is an important issue, particularly here with all the 
heavy machinery. 

Anna: OK, that sounds good. 

Bill: There are other things like education and training. We run a lot of 
courses. You can upgrade your skills in things like IT or learn a new skill, 
like a foreign language. 

Anna: That sounds very interesting. 

Bill: Then there are the other things the union provides, such as legal or 
financial advice if you need it. We also have a travel agency and a holiday 
centre. Let me give you these leaflets about the union and what we do. You 
can take them away and read them, and if you have any questions you can 
ask me. Here’s an application form as well. 

Anna: Thanks a lot. I’m looking forward to joining your union. 

 

*To give notice means to inform workers officially that they are dismissed.  

Proper notice means according to legal requirements. 

 

  

Methodological Principles – listening                        5 
 

 



Language training for European trade unionists – a guide 

LISTENING 
 

Level 3 
THE CHECK-OUT OPERATOR 
 

Anita Stewart is discussing her job in a supermarket where 
she works on the check-out.  

Listen to the conversation and decide if the following 
statements are TRUE or FALSE. 

 

a) Anita had no previous experience of working 
at a checkout. 

TRUE FALSE 

b) She gets paid for 22 hours. TRUE FALSE 

c) She was obliged to work on two Saturdays. TRUE FALSE 

d) Part-time workers cover full-timers' meal 
breaks. 

TRUE FALSE 

e) Pay for check-out operators was increased 
by £3.79. 

TRUE FALSE 

f) Check-out operators got a large pay 
increase. 

TRUE FALSE 

g) Anita finds sitting for long periods is not a 
problem. 

TRUE FALSE 

h) Recently only check-out operators have 
been getting extra training. 

TRUE FALSE 

i) Pay differentials are under threat. TRUE FALSE 

j) Staff were all re-graded. TRUE FALSE 
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Read the transcript in full and make a list of the range 
of jobs in the supermarket and what they involve. 

 

Could you just say a little bit about when you started and 
why you chose to work at a supermarket? 

Well I started in 1988, four weeks before the shop opened. I 
really chose that one because I had worked in a supermarket 
before and I had enjoyed working on the check-out, but I was 
made redundant and I actually waited for this shop to open. 

Transcript 

 

You say you enjoy working on the check-out; what is it you 
like about it? 

It's hard to say really. I have always enjoyed meeting people. It 
is like being a hairdresser; you get to know everybody's 
problems. It's nice to get regular customers and you get to know 
them and chat to them and the people I work with are very, very 
good. They have become very good friends. 

 

Could you say something about the hours you work? 

I actually work 22 hours but I get paid for 20, because we don't 
get paid tea breaks. So I work nine to quarter past one Tuesday, 
Thursday, Friday and half past eight on a Wednesday. I don't 
work a Monday. But obviously there is overtime - Christmas I 
think I worked about 37 hours. I think I have worked two 
Saturdays since the shop opened, which was purely overtime, and 
voluntary. 

 

Are most people on the same sort of shift patterns or do 
you have people coming in all at different times? 

Now we have people coming in at all different times. When we 
first opened the shifts were nine to one, one to five and five till 
eight or five to nine on a Thursday. But because they had 
problems covering full-timers' meal breaks and tea breaks, 
especially when we were busy, they now have people coming in 
at all times - ten to two, half past ten till half past two, you know, 
what ever. 

 

What sort of hours are these people on? 

The basic is sixteen hours - to get your discount card and things 
like that you have to work sixteen hours - but really it is sixteen 
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hours or over. You can just build up or drop down really. If the 
hours are there to work you can if you want to. I started on 
sixteen hours and then I took on another four hours last year. 
Last year wasn't too bad. We got ten per cent. And this year our 
pay rise was really good. I mean we got I7.7 % which took us, 
well checkouts, up to £3.79. Because we get paid more than the 
other shop floor workers, like those on the Delicatessen, for 
example. 

 

“It's nice to 
get regular 
customers and 
you get to 
know them” 

 

Why is that? 

Because we have more to do. This was all determined by job 
evaluation. Last year we had this management consultant come 
round and he just interviewed staff at random in the different 
departments about their job. He actually came on to the check-
outs and learned how to do it, so he had some experience. Under 
the scheme they looked at the responsibility you have, how much 
cash you might handle, the skills you have in your dealings with 
customers. It was really the whole aspect of our work. Since 
customer relationships are so important we got the biggest pay 
deal. But they took the half hour tea break off. 

 

So what sort of breaks do you actually get? In any one 
hour say? 

Well, say I work nine till quarter past one, I get quarter of an 
hour. 

 

So you are on for about 4 hours on the till? 

They try and get the breaks done by about half past ten. 

 

It seems a long time to be sitting when it is busy. 
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It's actually not too bad when you are sitting. 

 

What would you say have been the biggest changes you 
have seen there while you have been working? 

I think really the last four weeks have seen the biggest change. 
Because with I992 coming up shop workers in Europe especially 
Germany, have a certificate and are qualified as sales assistant or 
whatever. So about the last four weeks we have been getting 
extra training and we have to become multi skilled now, not just 
a check-out operator, or a person working on the deli. The check-
out operators have always had to go on to another department 
whenever the shop was understaffed. 

Before the deli or coffee shop staff never ever came on to the 
check-outs. Now they have to. Everybody has to learn another 
job in the shop. 

 

So what is that going to do to say the people working in 
the deli, because you say there is a pay differential isn't 
there? 

Yes but you have to do the job 50% of the time to get that pay. 
So some body working on the deli might come on to the check-
out for an hour or half an hour to cover tea breaks or if the shop 
is really busy especially with the holidays coming. 

 

So was that actually part of this year's wage deal, this 
multi-skilling? 

No. We knew that was coming from last year when we had this 
evaluation thing last, about last October it was. And then we were 
all graded. But actually as I said we got the biggest pay rise. So 
there was a lot of fuss mind, there was a lot of malice, I would 
say because we got the biggest pay rise there were a lot of 
people thought they had the more responsible job - I mean the 
warehouse staff, but we are handling and we are responsible for 
our cash in our till. Plus we have to deal with all the abuse. 

 

 

Discussion points 

 Is there any justification for such pay differentials? 

 What problems does this kind of situation pose for unions? 
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JIGSAW LISTENING 

Level 4  

 

Alex's Story: The construction worker's tale 
 

1 You are about to listen to an interview with Alex, a 
construction worker who has worked abroad. 

Your tutor will divide the group into three.  Each group will 
concentrate on listening to one section of the interview only. 

 

Answer the questions which relate to your section as fully as 
you can. 

 

2 As you listen to the other sections, read the relevant 
questions and note down any useful information. 

 

Afterwards, form a group with the students who have 
listened to the other two sections and share your answers. 

 

Check these against the transcript of the interview 
which appears at the end of this unit. 

Section One 
 

1 When did Alex first work abroad?  Where did he work? 

 ........................................................................... 

 ........................................................................... 

 

2 How did he find out about this job? 

 ........................................................................... 

 ..........................................................................  

 

3 Why were these jobs given to British workers? 
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 ................................................................... 

 ................................................................... 

 

4 What were they building in Barcelona? 

 ................................................................... 

 ................................................................... 

 

5 What does fast-track mean? 

........................................................................... 

........................................................................... 

 

Section Two 
 

6 How many hours did the French workers work every week? 

 .................................................................... 

 .................................................................... 

 

7 Did the job provide the British worker with many 
opportunities for integration with the local inhabitants? 

 ..................................................................... 

 ..................................................................... 

 

8 What was the health and safety record like on the Barcelona 
site? 

 ...................................................................... 

 ...................................................................... 

 

9 How did workers used to mark their respect if there was a 
fatal accident? 

 ....................................................................... 

 ....................................................................... 

 

10 How have things changed in the construction industry since 
the 1950s? 

 ........................................................................ 

........................................................................ 
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Section Three 
 

11 Were the workers on the Barcelona site organised? 

 ........................................................................... 

 ........................................................................... 

 

12 What took up most of the union rep's time? 

 ........................................................................... 

 ........................................................................... 

 

13 What is Alex's advice to British workers about working 
abroad? 

 ........................................................................... 

 ........................................................................... 

 

14 What safeguards would he like to see introduced? 

 ............................................................................ 

............................................................................ 

 

 

Alex: The Building Labourer 
 

Section One 
 

Q Can you tell us how you became a building labourer? Transcript 

A I was born on the Island of Mull in 1937.  My father was a 
stonemason. 

 He died when I was young. I had my schooling on the Island but I 
finished my education at Oban on the mainland.  I then went into 
building, I suppose, because my elder brother was a bricklayer.  
Almost by default I became a labourer.  I stayed doing that until 
my Army Service in 1956-1958.  From there I went straight back 
to it.  You could always find work as labourer. 
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Q When you first started to move away, where did you get the 
work? 

A Manchester, Liverpool around that area, and then of course London 
went into a boom in the mid 70s to the 80s and there was no end 
of work. I worked on some of the big contracts. 

 

Q What have been some of the major changes in the industry? 

A Without doubt the big contractors becoming nothing more than 
management companies. The big companies no longer employ 
their own bricklayers, electricians etc. They subcontract to other 
firms although they kept their title. 

 

Q When was the first time you actually moved abroad in 
search of work? 

A In 1987 I did 4 weeks in Hamburg. 

 

Q Can you describe how that whole thing came about? 

A The engineering firm I worked for at the time had contracted to 
build a portion of a huge office block.  At one time most of these 
contracts had to go through the big construction concerns.  The 
contract started in 1986.  As a precursor to the single European 
Market they put out a broadsheet about the job to all employees. 

 Several months went by and a number of us who had registered 
an interest were approached to go for the full term, that meant no 
returns home.  In any event the contract only amounted to 4 
weeks.  It turned out it was a totally British environment.  Our 
foreman and manager were the ones who dealt with the German 
contractors and the information was passed down to us. 

 

Q Why do you think they went for British workers on that site 
rather than German workers? 

A I think it was because it was a lesser cost and because we were 
not bound by the same working practices they enjoyed.  In these 4 
weeks I actually worked 28 days.  We averaged 116 hours a week. 

 

Q What was your next job abroad? 

A Well, I went out at the beginning of this year to work on the 
Olympic village in Barcelona.  By this time I had joined another 
firm which had a contract but it was a so-called "Fast track" job.  
There were all sorts of problems in Barcelona because of working 
conditions, the Spanish Government and arguments about hours of 
work.  A lot of British and French workers had moved down there 
direct from Euro Disney.  I was one of about 100 men who moved 
there in January 1992. 
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"Fast track" in construction means that there is no delay in waiting 
for materials which are all on site so that everyone is under 
pressure to get the job done. Again we worked on the same 
principle that Saturday and Sunday was a working day.  We 
worked close to the French who had a slightly greater number of 
electricians but basically had the same job to do.  We were 
building a total of 300 accommodation units for the athletes and 
the officials and that had to be finished for June.  The contract 
could not be extended so the British answer to it was to flood the 
site with a workforce.  We had extended hours. 

 

 

Section Two 
 There is no advantage in working abroad in terms of meeting 

another culture.  There was no chance to be integrated.  A 12 - 14 
hour day didn't leave a lot of time to move about the country and 
meet people.  We did it for the money.  Greed is always a master.  
The French had a different viewpoint on different working 
conditions.  They stuck to their 40 - 50 hours a week and had their 
weekends off to go home or to spend, as quite a few did, in 
Barcelona and the districts.  The French obviously must have had 
their act together in that they earned enough in the 40 - 50 hours 
to say "NO" whereas our hourly rate was not good enough to put 
us in that position.  This was the whip that drove us.  I felt that we 
shouldn't have been working those hours but I did it nevertheless. 

 

Q Could you tell us something about the hazards on the site in 
Barcelona 

A The weather was very much in our favour. The work was hard, 
constant pressure but bearable.  The difficulty was that our 
management seemed to be constantly on the edge and we felt as 
though we were "under the cosh" in contrast to the French on the 
site.  The atmosphere was unpleasant.  The bosses were there to 
get it done and this they did by driving us.  As a consequence 
some men took risks in their work  Safety seemed to be concerned 
with appearance rather than actuality.  In all my experience of 
accidents on building sites management always lays the blame on 
the worker. 

 

Q Were there any serious accidents or fatalities? 

A We had a bad record of quite serious accidents.  We had one 
fatality of a British worker on our site and that really registered 
with me.  He was working in a cooling tower and was killed 
outright in a fall. 

 Traditionally if something like this happens you down your tools 
and leave the site for a day and donate a day’s pay to the 
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dependants as a mark of respect.  For the first time ever, 
management, even down to the foreman, reviled us for even 
thinking such a thing.  This put a terrible feeling amongst us.  
Reprisals didn't come but we were threatened with being sent 
home. 

 

Q That must have led to some tension because there were 
obviously some workers who wanted to take the day off. 

A Indeed there were.  But some of the younger men couldn't 
understand why we were interested in taking the day off.  There 
has always been a callousness to injury and death on the building 
sites.  That will never change but the younger project managers 
who have risen very quickly through the ranks have less of a 
contact with the workforce and talk in terms of physical bodies 
rather than human beings.  That seems to rub off on the younger 
workforce.  It still quite hurts me the way that men's attitudes 
have changed since I was a young fellow in the 50s.  In those days 
project managers knew your name and where you came from and 
would chat to you about home and family.  Now, although they 
know your name and where you are from, they don't use it.  And 
some of the names used to describe workers annoys me as well. 

 

 

Section Three 
Q Such as? 

A A foreman in London I once worked under referred to the 
labourers as labradors - "get us half a dozen labradors" he would 
say.  The very first time I heard it I was livid.  I came across the 
same term on another site being used by the manager and he 
couldn't see anything wrong with it and he said I knew what I 
could do about it if I didn't like the word.  You know, labourers 
don't have a voice on any site.  We have no direct representation.  
Often I'm not allowed to vote.  I was in the EETPU but I was not 
allowed a vote at a strike meeting for example. 

 

Q You mention the union.  Was there a union operating at all 
in Barcelona? 

A I was with the electrical division of my company.  We had union 
representation but no official on site.  We had a multi-purpose 
union official who was with UCATT and he had his salary paid for 
by the main contractor and we could refer to him if we wanted.  He 
was quite a busy fellow and did a lot of good work but he was 
restricted in what he could do. 
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Q What did the site rep have to deal with mainly? 

A Disputes about allowances on the quantity of work.  If you can 
imagine working 5 weeks from 8 in the morning until 10 or 11 at 
night seven days a week.  The shop stewards began to say this is 
asking too much - we were working long hours but each day they 
are extending what we have to do.  We should be able to see "this 
much" work for "that much" time and that was never resolved 
although there were meetings with management. 

 

Q If you had to give advice to British workers about working 
abroad what would it be? 

A As a labourer you will not enjoy the same privileges as the 
tradesman. 

 

Q What did they have that you didn't? 

A They got the paid trips home we didn't.  If there is one thing you 
need to be aware of it is that the British companies tend to 
discourage your involvement with foreign workforces - although 
not overtly.  Our working practices, where we work every hour 
that God sends, are against us spending time with the people or 
the workforce of another country.  The other difficulty is that we 
get very little education in advance of going. 

 

Q How would you like it to be for construction workers and 
labourers in particular? 

A If I had a magic wand the first thing I would establish would be a 
commonality - so that working practices don't differ from country 
to country.  

 For labourers I would like a recognition that we are workers of 
some value and that we should have a voice within our own 
unions. I know of no labourer who has ever risen to the position of 
a union official within the construction industry.  The tradesmen 
simply won't accept this.  I know labourers who have degrees - 
they are only doing this as a stop gap but to find that they are 
excluded from the safety rep's job to me is unbelievable. 
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 I would like to see everybody recognised as an individual with 
something to contribute. 
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