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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Listening plays a crucial role in language development and learning. Among the 

four language skills, the development of listening is the earliest and the most 

important. Through listening, language learners receive the aural input and then they 

can learn to imitate, produce and practice the sounds of words, phrases and sentences 

of the target language. In those ways, language learners may acquire or learn how to 

use the target language. Without listening, how can language learners learn or acquire 

a language? So the first step in learning a foreign language is to make an effort to 

listen. In other words, developing listening skill is essential for the success of foreign 

language learning, especially in real- life daily oral communication. If listeners cannot 

comprehend the listening materials, communication will break down. 

However, the teaching of listening comprehension has been neglected for a long 

time in Taiwan. There are some reasons for this phenomenon. First, there are seldom 

teaching activities designed for teaching listening because listening skill is generally 

considered to have acquired in the process of language learning. Thus language 

teachers didn’t pay much attention to the teaching of listening. Another reason comes 

from the harmful backwash effects of testing on teaching: school teaching focuses on 

reading and writing because there are no listening tests in the BCT (Basic 
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Competence Test for junior high school graduates).  

Beginning in 2000, the Language Training and Testing Center developed the 

GEPT (General English Proficiency Test), to test the English proficiency level for 

English learners in Taiwan; it tests not only language learners’ reading and writing 

skills but also speaking and listening skills. GEPT has affected English teachers to 

emphasize the training of listening skill. In addition, listening comprehension has 

become more and more important and receives more and more attention because the 

Communicative Language Teaching is now the most popular approach in the 

mainstream of English teaching and because people put great emphasis on 

conversational skills. If a learner wants to communicate with one another, first he or 

she has to listen and comprehend what others say. Fortunately, people have sensed 

the serious problem of ignoring this important skill and made some efforts to 

improve this situation. Many high school teachers are conscious of the necessity of 

developing their students’ listening skills and have designed some teaching activities 

to facilitate listening comprehension. Besides, more and more English instructors in 

Taiwan have conducted researches on how to teach listening skills more effectively 

(Su, 1994; Teng, 1994). Due to the contribution of these researches, teachers can 

acquaint with the listening comprehension models and design more suitable teaching 

activities to facilitate students’ listening comprehension through understanding the 

factors that influence listening. 

Since the importance of listening training has been commonly recognized, 

developing effective listening tests has at the same time become indispensable to 

measure students’ achievement in learning as well as improve teaching techniques. 
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In other words, assessing the effects of teaching and evaluating learners’ listening 

comprehension has become an important issue to be tackled.  

Responding to the prevailing communicative language approach, theories of 

listening tests have developed into the communicative testing which emphasizes the 

importance of contextualization. But in practice the models of listening tests 

developed according to the out-of-date Audio- lingualism in 1950’s are still 

commonly used today. In other words, the problem existing in listening tests is that 

there is no good correspondence between theoretical notions and practice. 

The conventional standard method of testing listening comprehension is as 

below: the tape recording delivers a sentence or a passage first and then plays the 

questions; test takers choose the correct answers from printed options. In order to 

answer the items correctly, test takers must comprehend the questions first since 

there is no question on the test papers. Such test method has some noticeable 

problems. First, test takers listen to the questions after the passages are delivered; 

they can’t predict what the questions might be and can’t determine what information 

is important or unimportant when listening to the passages. Thus in order to deal 

with any possible coming up questions, test takers would do everything possible to 

memorize any global and detailed information without distraction. Such method 

tests not only test takers’ listening ability but also their memory. Furthermore, some 

test takers still can’t answer some detailed questions correctly such as date and place 

even though they have comprehended the listening content and grasped the main 

idea of the whole passage. Another problem is that listening might be interfered by 

reading ability. Take multiple-choice items for example, test takers confront three or 
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four options immediately after hearing the questions and have to finish reading them 

in a short time for determining their answers. Undoubtedly, such listening tests not 

only examine test takers’ listening ability but also test their reading ability at the 

same time. 

Aiming to resolve shortcomings of the traditional listening comprehension test 

method, numerous researchers (Cohen, 1984; Underwood, 1989; Buck, 1991; 

Shohamy and Inbar, 1991; Yang, 1995; Sherman, 1997; Teng, 1998) have proposed 

revision of the sequence that the listening contents and the questions are presented 

and adjustment of the placing of questions in listening comprehension tests. That is, 

providing test question preview before listening to the content s. In other words, test 

questions are delivered first and at the same time test takers are required to skim the 

questions and options printed on the test papers, then the questions are repeated after 

the contents have been listened to.  

Test question preview eases the heavy burden of memory by offering the cues of 

listening contents and lessens the interference of reading ability by providing the 

chance of reading questions and choosing answers twice.  Besides, when taking 

traditional listening comprehension tests, test takers often bear the large burden of 

suddenly hearing something and couldn’t figure out the content of the listening 

passages. Underwood (1989) indicated that previewing test items before listening 

might be a good way to remove the stress and could really evaluate test takers’ 

listening comprehension ability. Many researchers have demonstrated that giving 

test question preview provides the gist of listening content s, eases the difficulty of 

listening tests, causes top-down information processing, supplies useful information, 
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and triggers listeners’ background knowledge (Cohen,1984; Buck, 1991; Shohamy 

and Inbar, 1991; Sherman, 1997; Teng,1998). The G-TELP (General Test of English 

Language Proficiency) developed by San Diego State University (SDSU) in 1985 

also applies the test method of question preview to listening tests (Yang, 1995). But 

up to now little empirical evidence bears witness to the claimed effects of question 

preview test method.   

 On the other hand, some issues must be considered when using the question 

preview method. First, people may doubt about the face validity of the listening tests 

because the questions have been exposed before the content. In other words, 

revealing test questions in advance might make the listening test look like an 

exercise, not a formal test. Heaton (1975) proposed the use of question preview in 

classroom testing; however, he emphasized the feedback of testing for improving 

teaching, not language proficiency. Such practice undoubtedly helps students keep 

good habits of listening if it is used in prompting listening ability. As for being used 

in listening tests, it involves validity and reliability problems and needs further 

research to testify whether its effects are positive or not. Second, contextual cues 

offered by question preview are different from those offered by discourses in daily 

communication; could question preview still bring its expected effects into full play? 

Third, how to design the questions which can offer contextual cues might be another 

problem to be overcome. Fourth, the practice might cause some negative effects 

because once test takers know that utilizing the previewed questions is the key point, 

they would be very concerned about whether they understand the previewed 

questions or not. Consequently, it might affect their concentration, make them more 
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nervous and make them unable to process the listening content or grasp the gist 

naturally. Therefore, to support the question preview test method, further study is 

needed to clarify these issues, and this motivates the researcher to conduct a research 

using the test question preview method to measure test takers’ comprehension. 

Characteristics of test method affect the way test takers perform on tests. 

Bachman (1990) proposed that test methods affect language test takers’ performance 

as well as their ability. Skehan (1991) also conducted a research on language testing 

and concluded that performance on language tests is affected not only by the ability 

test examiners are trying to measure, but also by the methods they use to measure it. 

Moreover, Bacham (1990) pointed out that the degree of contextualization provided 

by the test itself is an important factor influencing test takers’ performance. Yang 

(1995) also considered that test question preview offers important cues for listening 

content. In this study, the researcher would investigate if test question preview 

provides sufficient information as contextual cues and background knowledge of the 

listening contents. Also, the researcher would like to compare the effects of two 

different test methods on listening comprehension tests. One test offers the question 

preview in order to provide contextual cues and activate background knowledge, but 

the other has no question preview. By understanding the role of question preview in 

assessing listening comprehension, test examiners could figure out its effects on 

listening comprehension as a whole.         

             

Purpose of the Study 

This study aims to explore the possibility of using a novel assessment in EFL 
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elementary listening tests. To avoid some of the drawbacks resulting from the 

conventional standard test method of listening comprehension tests, the researcher 

put forwards the question preview method as a possible alternative. The study 

intends to accomplish the following purposes. 

To begin with, it aims to explore whether or not the question preview method 

can make test taker get better scores on listening comprehension test. It also plans to 

inspect test takers’ practical experience of taking listening comprehension test with 

the question preview test method. It examines whether the effectiveness of question 

preview varies with the students’ proficiency levels or not. In other words, it 

attempts to investigate if every proficiency level receives similar effects from 

question preview on listening comprehension tests. In addition, it is aimed to 

compare if question preview method facilitates test takers’ information processing 

and make listening test easier. Furthermore, it is aimed to explore if the preview 

method is more practical in measuring the students’ listening comprehension on the 

grounds that manipulation in testing methods results in difference in the abilities to 

be measured (Alderson, 1983; Bachman, 1990; Shohamy, 1984; Wu, 1998). It is also 

expected that this study would induce more studies in developing test method mode. 

And most of all, it hopes to provide an alternatives to testing listening 

comprehension.    

 

Design of the study 

The overall process of conducting this study was summarized as follows. Firstly, 

in order to divide the participants into two homogeneous groups, the researcher had 
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all of them take a listening comprehension proficiency test and divided them into 

three English proficiency levels according to the scores they got on the test. After 

that, participant s in their respective proficiency groups were randomly assigned to 

the experimental group and the control group. Each group was further subdivided 

into three subgroups- high, medium and low proficiency.  

Then a pilot study was conducted in order to choose items of suitable difficulty 

and discriminating power for the experimental listening comprehension test.  

After finishing grouping the participants and preparing the experimental test, the 

researcher administered the experimental test to both the experimental group and the 

control group; the only difference in the treatment was that question preview was 

used with the experimental group. Besides, the experimental group was asked to fill 

in the questionnaire about the experience of taking the listening test with the test 

question preview method.  . 

Finally, the researcher employed the SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social 

Science) 10.0 for window program to analyze the collected data. T-test was utilized 

to analyze the differences between the two main groups and between the two 

subgroups of the same proficiency level. The frequency and percentage of the 

participants’ questionnaire responses were calculated to explore the test method 

effects of test question preview.  

 

Research Instruments 

The GEPT Elementary Listening Comprehension Test, the experimental 

listening test and a questionnaire were employed as the research instruments in the 
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study. 

The GEPT Elementary Listening Comprehension Test, published by the 

Language Training and Testing Center, was utilized as the participants’ listening 

proficiency test and the basis of grouping. It was a 30- item, tape-recorded, 

three-option multiple-choice listening test, with three test types: picture-description, 

question-answer and short conversation. 

The experimental test was a 20-item tape-recorded multiple-choice listening test, 

its items adopted from different versions of GEPT Elementary Listening Test. It had 

been pilot tested, and items of high discrimination and suitable difficulty were 

chosen. Besides, the sequence of placing questions and short conversations are 

different for the two groups. For the experimental group, test questions were 

delivered before short conversations  and repeated again after the short conversations. 

But for the control group, test questions were delivered only after the passages; that 

is, no question preview. In addition, the answer sheets for the two groups were also a 

little different. Items and options were both printed on the answer sheet for the test 

question preview group, but for the no test question preview group only options 

were printed.   

The questionnaire consisting of 12 questions was employed to elicit the 

experimental group’s reaction to question preview when taking the experimental test. 

It was designed to understand the participants’ attitudes toward the effects of 

question preview (questions 1, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11 for positive effects, questions 2, 4, 5, 

12 for negative effects and others for no effect).  
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Research Questions 

This study is aimed to examine the effects of question preview on Taiwanese 

EFL listeners’ listening comprehension. The following four research questions are 

addressed in this study.  

(1) Do EFL students who are provided with pre- listening question preview 

achieve higher scores on the listening comprehension tests than those 

who are not? 

(2) Does question preview facilitate the listening comprehension of junior 

high students and ease the item difficulty of the test?  

(3) Do the effects of question preview vary with the students’ proficiency? 

(4) Is pre- listening question preview a practical method for assessing EFL 

learners’ listening comprehension?  

  

Hypotheses 

According to the research questions, the researcher set up a null hypothesis (Ho) 

and two alternative hypotheses (H1 and H2).  

Ho: There is no significant difference in the students’ performance between the 

experimental group who previews the test questions before taking the 

listening comprehension test and the control group who listens to the same 

short conversations without previewing the questions. 

H1: The experimental group who previews the test questions would score 

significantly higher than the control group who listens to the same short 

conversations without previewing the questions. 
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H2: The experimental group who previews the test questions would score 

significantly lower than the control group who listens to the same short 

conversations without preview the questions. 

 

Significance of the study 

Although a great deal of research has indicated that contextual cues and 

background knowledge play important roles in listening comprehension tests, there 

are few studies investigating or comparing the different effects of two different test 

methods (question preview and no question preview) in listening comprehension 

tests. Therefore, the researcher hopes this study could provide an empirical evidence 

to investigate the difference between the two test methods. Moreover, it is hoped 

that the finding of this study may offer a reference to listening comprehension test 

instructors who would like to understand more about test method effects on EFL 

listening comprehension tests. Based on the findings, they may design more suitable 

test methods. Furthermore, this study hopes to introduce to test developers the 

question preview method as a good way to reduce listening anxiety, to increase 

comprehension, and to creative a positive, non-threatening atmosphere in taking 

listening tests.  

 

Definition of Terms 

 For this study, some terms are operationally defined as follows:  

1. Listening comprehension proficiency. It refers to listeners’ listening performance 

as displayed by the comprehension scores achieved in taking tests. In the study, it 
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will be measured by calculating listeners’ correct answers in multiple-choice 

questions.   

2. The General English Proficiency Test (GEPT). The GEPT is developed by the 

Language Training and Testing Center. There are five levels- elementary for 

junior high school graduates, intermediate for senior high school graduates, 

high- intermediate for college graduates, advanced for university graduates who 

major in English, and superior for people who has English abilities approaching 

those of a native English speaker who has received higher education. In this study, 

the elementary listening comprehension test is used as the participants’ listening 

proficiency test.     

3. Question preview: differing from the traditional sequence of presenting listening 

test questions (delivering the contents first and then questions), test questions are 

delivered by the tape recordings before the contents and test takers are required to 

skim the questions and options printed on the test papers at the same time, then 

the questions are repeated after the contents have been listened to.  

4. Test method effect: the effect of the specific characteristics of test method on test 

takers’ performance, including test format, test rubric, test organization, time 

allocation and instruction (Bachman, 1990). Aspects related to item type 

(multiple-choice vs. open-ended), genre (narrative vs. expository) or testing tasks 

(reporting vs. interviewing) may also affect test takers’ scores. In this study, the 

researcher would compare the effects of the two different test methods, question 

preview and no question preview.  


