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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISSCUSSION 

 

This chapter presents the results and discusses the significance of each finding 

in this study.  The effectiveness of test question preview is illustrated. And the 

relation between participants’ proficiency levels and question preview is investigated. 

Lastly, method effects of test question preview are explained in the final section.    

 

Effectiveness of the Test Question Preview 

This section presents statistical results and analysis pertaining to the first 

research question: Do EFL students who are provided with pre- listening question 

preview achieve higher scores on the listening comprehension tests than those who 

are not? And the second research question: Does question preview facilitate the 

listening comprehension of junior high students and ease the item difficulty of the 

test?  

The t-test was conducted to determine whether there was significant difference 

in the mean scores between the experimental group and the control group. The 

significance level in the study was set at .05. The result of the t-test was shown in 

table 5 below.  
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Table 5 

The T-test Result 

Group N Mean S.D df t P 

Experimental 54 13.7222 3.9641 

Control 54 11.9630 2.9903 

98 2.604 .011* 

Total score=20 

 

Table 5 indicates that 54 participants took the experimental test in each group 

and the mean score of the experimental group (M = 13.7222) is higher than that of 

the control group (M = 11.9630). The standard deviation of the experimental group 

(SD = 3.9641) was larger than that of the control group (SD = 2.9903), reflecting 

larger scale of difference in the individual scores in the experimental group. And the 

t-test result is t = 2.604, (P =.011), having achieved significant level (P < .05). In 

other words, it indicates the listening performances of the two groups are not 

homogeneous. More specifically, table 5 shows that the mean score of the 

experimental group are significantly higher than that of the control group.   

The finding rejects the null hypothesis: there is no significant difference in the 

students’ performance between the experimental group, who previewed the test 

questions before listening, and the control group, who listened to the same short 

conversations without previewing the questions. Since the null hypothesis is rejected, 

the alternative hypotheses (positive or negative effects) are established and the 

results also testify the influence of question preview is positive because the 

experimental group got significantly higher scores than the control group, not lower 
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scores. Moreover, the result also testifies that test question preview is a crucial factor 

influencing listening performance and further demonstrates that question preview 

led test takers to get significantly higher grades than those who didn’t preview the 

test question. It is also consistent with the results of some relevant studies (e.g. 

Cohen, 1984; Buck, 1991; Shohamy and Inbar, 1991; Yang, 1995; Sherman, 1997; 

Teng, 1998). These studies all reveal that test question preview facilitates listening 

comprehension performance. And the researchers also claim that previewing the 

questions supplies useful information to predict the listening contents, eases the 

difficulty of the listening test and facilitates getting higher scores. Besides, such test 

method helps test takers associa te what they have heard with their previously 

acquired knowledge and utilize top-down information processing. 

In practice, the experimental group and the control group underwent quite 

different listening processes. For the experimental group, providing test question 

preview before listening to the short conversations gave them a very good chance to 

determine the listening purpose in advance and motivated them to get necessary 

information to answer the test questions. They could eliminate unimportant or 

unnecessary information and grasp crucial information in listening process, thus the 

experimental group needn’t to bear the stress of remembering all of the information 

delivered by the tape recorder. Besides, when the previewed questions were 

presented, the experimental group was asked to skim the questions and options on 

the test paper; such test method provided the experimental group with the 

opportunity to read questions and choose the answers twice. So the experimental 

group didn’t face the stress of immediately deciding their answers after hearing the 
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questions and reading four options in a short time. It eased the impacts of reading 

ability interfering with listening comprehension. On the contrary, for the control 

group, they didn’t have any idea about the listening content or what the test 

questions would be since there was no question preview before listening to the short 

conversations. While listening, they had to pay attention to all of the information the 

tape recording presented for fear of missing any information and memorize as much 

information as possible. The control group confronted not only the challenge of 

listening comprehension but also the faculty to memorize in listening process; the 

abilities to comprehend and to memorize were both strictly examined at the same 

time. Thus listening comprehension ability could not be brought into full play and 

might be interfered by memorization. Moreover, the test questions were delivered 

only once after the short conversations and were not printed on the test papers. If 

they missed or failed to comprehend the questions, they wouldn’t have another 

chance to listen to the questions again and probably couldn’t choose the correct 

answers. Furthermore, after the questions were delivered, test takers must finish 

reading the four options in a short time and determine their answers as soon as 

possible. Thus test takers’ listening comprehension would be affected and interfered 

by the reading ability. Test takers’ performance of listening comprehension might 

not reflect their truly listening ability but was affected by their reading ability.  

To further compare the listening process of the two test methods, the researcher 

considers the differences among three listening periods: before listening, while 

listening and after listening to the passages. First, regarding the before listening 

period, question preview assisted test takers of the experimental group to become 
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ready for listening. It offered the contextual cues of listening contents and helped 

test takers establish the frame of expectation, which is an essential factor in 

comprehension. But the control group didn’t have the privilege of making prediction 

before listening to the passages. Second, for the while listening period, test question 

preview promoted test takers of the experimental group to screen unnecessary 

information and pick up crucial information in listening process because they had 

known the test question in advance. Besides, test takers could make use of 

contextual cues offered by question preview to trigger their background knowledge 

and construct the meanings of oral input (top-down processing). But the control 

group had to concentrate on all of the information and grasped the meaning by 

words or sentence (bottom-up processing). As for the after listening period, test 

questions preview enabled test takers of the experimental group to take their time to 

choose their answers and offered the chance of checking their answers. But the 

control group had to comprehend the questions immediately after the questions were 

presented and hurried to answer them without the opportunity to revise their answers. 

In a word, test question preview assisted test takers to establish the frame of 

expectation in advance, solved the problem of lacking contextual cues and 

eliminated some factors of interference such as memorization and reading ability. 

Thus test question preview brought listening ability into full play, made listening test 

performance reflect test takers’ truly listening ability and eased the difficulty of 

listening tests.  

 

Proficiency Level and Test Question Preview 
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This section tackles the third research question: Does the effects of question 

preview vary with the students’ proficiency level? More specifically, to answer this 

question, the researcher compared the effects of question preview on the listening 

comprehension of the participants across different proficiency levels. For this 

purpose, the experimental group and the control group were both further subdivided 

into three proficiency groups, the high, middle and low proficiency level in listening 

comprehension. Then t-test analysis was applied to the experimental test scores at 

the three different proficiency levels between the experimental group and the control 

group. Comparison and analysis of the scores of each subgroup were tabulated to 

identify each subgroup’s performance on the experimental test.  

The results of the t-test were described in table 6 below.  

Table 6 

The T-test Result 

Group N Mean S.D df t P 

Experimental 18 17.0556 2.2089 
HPG 

Control 18 15.1667 2.0364 

34 2.667 .012* 

Experimental 18 14.6111 2.4044 
MPG 

Control 18 11.3889 1.2897 

26 5.010 .000* 

Experimental 18 9.5000 2.6178 
LPG 

Control 18 9.3333 1.8787 

34 .219 .828 

 

Table 6 indicated that there were 18 participants taking the experimental test in 

each subgroup and the mean scores of every subgroup of the experimental group are 
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higher than that of the control group. And the standard deviation of every subgroup 

of the experimental group was larger than that of the control group, reflecting larger 

scale of difference in the individual scores in the experimental group. Moreover, the 

t-test result of the two HPGs was t = 2.667, (P =.012 < .05), having achieved 

significant level; the t-test result of the two MPGs was t = 5.010, (P =.000< .05), 

also having achieved significant level, but the t-test result of the two LPGs was t 

= .219, (P = .828 > .05), did not achieve the significant level (P < .05). In other 

words, test takers of high and medium proficiency groups with question preview got 

significantly higher scores, but those of low proficiency level didn’t.  

To sum up the results above, test question preview before listening significantly 

influenced the listening comprehension of the participants in the HPG and MPG, but 

not that of those in the LPG. This result demonstrates that high and medium 

proficiency test takers benefit much more than low level from question preview. It 

indicates that the positive effects of question preview do vary with the different 

proficiency levels. Therefore, it also demonstrates that the role of question preview 

in listening process is different at different proficiency levels. 

In order to understand more about why the LPG didn’t benefit from question 

preview, the researcher conducted an informal interview a week after the 

participants took the experimental listening test. Nine students were randomly 

selected to be interviewees from 18 participants of the LPG in the experimental 

group. And to facilitate the participants’ understanding, the interview was conducted 

in Chinese. After collecting and transcribing the interview data, the interviewees’ 

answers to the questions were compared and contrasted with the results of the 
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experimental listening test.   

Interview Question: Do you think previewing the questions before listening to the 

short conversations helps you understand what you listen to and get higher scores? 

Why and why not? 

 Four of the interviewees regarded that knowing the questions in advance could 

assist their listening comprehension, help them get better grades and prefer 

previewing test questions while taking the listening comprehension tests. They 

claimed that grasping the main point of the listening content s became easier by 

previewing test questions; they had more confidence to answer the questions; they 

could take their time to think about the answers; and they felt the stress of suddenly 

hearing something unfamiliar was eased. However, two of the interviewees didn’t 

give their approval for the positive effects of test question preview on listening and 

preferred no question preview. One of them considered that question preview test 

question preview made him more nervous and he could not concentrate on listening 

because he didn’t comprehend the previewed questions. The other interviewee 

recalled her experience about question preview and then reported that she didn’t 

comprehend the previewed questions and was always figure out the their meanings , 

therefore, she couldn’t concentrate on listening when the tape recorder was 

delivering the short conversations. Moreover, three of the interviewees indicated 

whether previewing the questions or not, there is no difference for them because 

they comprehended neither the previewed questions nor the short conversations. 

Therefore, the question preview had no effect on their listening comprehension.        

The result of interview showed less than half of the interviewees viewed 
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question preview as assistance for their listening. On the contrary, more than half of 

them regarded that question preview as impeding or having no effect on their 

listening because their low proficiency and inability to comprehend the meaning of 

previewed questions. 

Although test question preview did provide some kind of valuable information 

to predict the listening content, test takers of the LPG still couldn’t utilize those 

messages to associate with what they had heard since their listening ability were not 

good enough to comprehend the previewed questions and listening contents. 

Consequently, the listening test didn’t become easier and the LPG didn’t get 

significantly better scores by question preview.  

The findings indicate that the test question preview method does work for high 

and medium proficiency level of beginning language learners, but not for low 

proficiency level. The results are in substance the same as Underwood (1989), who 

considers that test question preview is more crucial for beginning language learners 

in the listening comprehension process. He views question preview as an integral 

part of pre-listening activity when training listening; he further proposes that besides 

test questions, a list of ideas, words, phrases or statements presented before listening 

would make listening exercises easier. He highlights the function of question 

preview in listening training, but not in listening tests. He also emphasizes the 

psychological value of question preview for test takers, indicating that such test 

method eases the stress of suddenly hearing something unfamiliar, refreshes their 

memories and makes test takers ready to listen despite that they didn’t really get 

better scores. As for low proficiency level of language learners who still cannot 
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comprehend the information that previewed question provided with, some other 

pre-listening activities such as providing visual stimuli like pictures, teaching 

vocabulary, and brain-storming should be incorporated to compensate for their 

linguistic deficiency. Teng’s (1998 c) finding confirms that pre- listening activities 

are especially helpful for language learners of low and middle proficiency levels and 

improve their listening performance. Combing pre- listening activities and the test 

question preview method in listening training, listening comprehension of low 

proficiency learners might more effectively promote. 

 

Method Effects of Test Question Preview 

This section answers the fourth research question: Is pre- listening question 

preview a practical method for assessing EFL learners’ listening comprehension?  

The statistical results above display that question preview facilitates the listening 

comprehension of junior high students, eases the item difficulty of the test and makes 

the test takers get better scores. In order to understand more about how this test 

method influences test takers’ listening process, the researcher designed a 

questionnaire (see Appendix G) to explore the positive and negative effects of 

question preview. The questionnaire is only for the experimental group who 

previewed the test items before listening and had them fill in immediately after taking 

the experimental test. 

 The questionnaire consisting of 12 questions was developed according to the 

possible effects of question preview proposed by numerous researchers. They were 

classified into three groups: questions 1, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, and 11are about the positive 
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effects of question preview, question 2, 4, 5 and 12 are about the negative effects of 

question preview, and question 8 is about no effect of question preview. The 

questionnaire is presented as follows.   

1. The question preview provides me with the gist and framework of listening 

contents. 

2. Previewing questions before listening made me tense. 

3. The question preview led me to search for the answers actively.  

4. The question preview diverted my attention while listening. 

5. When trying to answer the questions, I missed some of the information. 

6. I felt the questions are a kind of support or guide as I listen. 

7. I felt the question preview eases the difficulty of the listening test. 

8. The question preview had no effect on my listening comprehension. 

9. I was able to concentrate all my attention on listening after previewing the 

questions. 

10. The question preview triggered my prior knowledge and gave me a very good 

chance of predicting the listening content s. 

11. I think the question preview is a practical test method for testing listening. 

12. I would prefer to have the questions after listening. 

 

Positive effects of question preview  

 First of all, the questions related to positive effects (questions 1, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10 and 

11) were analyzed. The frequencies and the percentages are tabulated in table 7.  
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Table 7 

The Participants’ Response to the Positive Effects of Question Preview 

 Response 

strongly 

disagree 

disagree neutral agree strongly 

agree 

 

Question 

F % F % F % F % F % 

Q1 2 3.7 6 11.1 14 25.9 19 35.2 13 24.1 

Q3 2 3.7 2 3.7 8 14.8 26 48.1 16 29.6 

Q6 2 3.7 3 5.6 9 16.7 27 50.0 13 24.1 

Q7 1 1.9 3 5.6 15 27.8 22 40.7 13 24.1 

Q9 1 1.9 6 11.1 24 46.3 18 33.3 4 7.4 

Q10 1 1.9 7 13.0 16 29.6 20 37.0 10 18.5 

Q11 3 5.6 2 3.7 12 22.2 18 33.3 19 35.2 

Mean 1.7 3.2 4.14 7.7 14 25.9 21.4 39.7 12.6 23.3 

Note: F= frequency; %= percentage; Total participants=54  

 

 The result in table 7 shows that more than half of the participants 

(39.7%+23.3%=63.0%) approved of the positive effects of question preview in the 

listening process, only 10.9% (3.2%+7.7%) of the participants disapproved of that. 

The positive effects were especially obvious in question 3. In this question, about 

three quarters of the participants (48.1%+29.6%=77.7%) thought question preview led 

them to search for answer actively. This result is congruent with Buck’s (1991) study. 

He indicated that test question preview would determine test takers’ listening purpose 
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and motivate them to search for the answers actively. Actually, in all listening tests, 

test takers’ purposes are to answer the questions correctly, and test question preview 

makes the purpose more explicit and more concrete because they know what the 

questions are in advance and their work is to search for the answers in the listening 

process. Without finishing listening to the whole listening materials, test takers 

sometimes can answer the questions while listening and needn’t memorize the 

listening content. On the contrary, test takers without question preview don’t have the 

advantage of knowing test questions in advance and have to memorize the listening 

content as much as possible. Thus test takers don’t search for the answer actively but 

memorize the information actively. Listening tests become memory tests, not 

comprehension tests.    

There are 59.3% (35.2%+24.1%) of the participants who approved of question 

1’s statement which claims that the question preview provides the gist and framework 

of the listening contents. Yang (1995) proposes that question preview helps predict the 

framework of the listening texts and that if the listeners could associate every 

previewed question with the gist of the listening contents, the listening materials 

would be much easier to comprehend. Cohen (1984) also contends that test question 

preview provides the gist and framework of listening texts and helps listeners answer 

the questions. In daily conversation, there are many communicative situations and 

contexts, and a large variety of topics and discourse domains, test question preview 

provides test takers with a general concept of the listening contents, helps them locate 

the domain of communicative situations of listening contents, and assists them to 

establish the framework of expectation. If the expectation matches the aural inputs, 
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the listening contents were comprehended; if not, aural inputs have no meanings for 

the listeners. Thus, test question preview plays a crucial role in expecting the listening 

domains, and this expectation stage plays a crucial role in listening comprehension 

process. On the contrary, the no question preview test method neglects the step of 

expectation which is essential for listening comprehension.          

As for question 6, there was a widespread (50%+24.1%=74.1%) feeling that the 

previewed questions support or guide listening. This result is consistent with 

Sherman’s (1997) point of views; she indicated that test questions not only supplied 

useful information but guided listening processing. In fact, listening to the test 

questions in advance guides test takers to figure out what communicative situation 

they expected and to predict possible utterances. Consequently, listening 

comprehension is promoted more efficiently. The information that test questions 

provide with is useful in guiding the process of listening comprehension. 

In question 7, 64.8% (40.7%+24.1%) agreed that the question preview eases the 

difficulty of the listening test. The result is the same as Teng’s study (1998a), which 

suggests that listening tests become much easier if test takers preview test questions. 

From the perspective of test takers’ psychological feelings, knowing the questions in 

advance would alleviate the nervous emotions while taking listening tests, test takers 

could take their time to answer the questions because there is extra time to preview 

test questions, and then they would have more confidence in answering the questions. 

As a result, they tend to feel the listening test easier.       

Question 9: I was able to concentrate all my attention on listening after 

previewing the questions. Less than half of the participants (33.3%+7.4%=40.7%) 
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expressed that they could focus their attention on listening with question preview 

test method, but for 46.3% of the participants, it is hard to decide whether this test 

method could help their attentions or not. Only 13% (1.9%+11.1%) of the 

participants considered test question preview interfering with their attention. 

Although the statistical result didn’t strongly indicate that test question preview 

assist test takers’ attention, it did facilitate the concentration of 40.7% (33.3%+7.4%) 

of the participants.  

Question 10 involved information process in listening; 55.5% (37.0%+18.5%) 

of the participants thought the question preview triggered their prior knowledge and 

gave them a very good chance of predicting the listening content s. This result is 

congruent with previous studies (Shihamy&Inbar, 1991; Yang, 1995; Teng, 1998 a). 

These scholars claim that test question preview helps test takers utilize top-down 

processing and predict the main idea of listening contents. Listening, like reading, is 

a process in which listeners actively construct the meanings, not passively accept the 

meanings. After receiving the aural input, listeners would utilize their language 

ability and prior knowledge to construct the meaning of aural input. Thus prior 

knowledge plays an important role in listening comprehension. However, human 

being’s prior knowledge stored in the cognitive system is complicated and huge; 

contextual cues are needed to access it, and then comprehension could be facilitated. 

Test question preview provides crucial contextual cues to process the information, 

triggers the listeners’ prior knowledge and makes listening comprehension become 

more efficient. Therefore, while listening to the texts, test takers could benefit from 

the contextual cues offered by question preview and associated the information with 
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their prior knowledge to process the aural input. Such process is the ideal model of 

listening comprehension. On the other hand, test takers with no question preview 

appeared to depend mostly on their linguistic knowledge when they listened to these 

listening contents. 

In question 11, there are also 68.5% (33.3%+35.2%) of the participants 

considering test question preview a practical test method for testing listening. The 

question asks for evaluation of question preview, and the results revealed more than 

half of the participants share a positive attitude. In fact, test takers’ responses to 

question 11 are related to the other positive effects of question preview above. Since 

they ridentified the positive effects of question preview, they would naturally regard 

it as a good test method. Hence, question preview would be quite helpful in 

facilitating test takers’ listening comprehension.   

In sum, an overwhelming majority of the participants considers question 

preview facilitates listening comprehension.   

 

No effects of question preview 

 Moreover, question 8 asks if test takers consider question preview ineffective for 

their listening comprehension. The frequencies and the percentages are tabulated in 

table 8.  

 

Table 8 

The Participants’ Response to the No Effect of Question Preview 

 Response 
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strongly 

disagree 

disagree neutral agree strongly 

agree 

 

Question 

F % F % F % F % F % 

Q8 10 18.5 18 33.3 15 27.8 6 11.1 5 9.2 

 

 The results in table 8 show that only 20.3% (11.1%+9.2%) of the participants 

agreed that the question preview had no effects on listening comprehension. 

 

Negative effects of question preview 

 However, with the purpose of getting the whole view about question preview, 

possible negative effects of question preview are taken into consideration. The 

following questions: questions 2, 4, 5 and 12 focus on the negative effects of question 

preview. Table 9 presents the frequencies and percentages of responses to the negative 

effects of the question preview.  

 

Table 9 

The Participants’ Response to the Negative Effects of Question Preview 

 Response 

strongly 

disagree 

disagree neutral agree strongly 

agree 

 

Question 

F % F % F % F % F % 

Q2 12 22.2 26 48.1 11 20.4 2 3.7 3 5.6 
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Q4 9 16.7 22 40.7 17 31.5 4 7.4 2 3.7 

Q5 7 13.0 17 31.5 18 33.3 8 14.8 4 7.4 

Q12 8 14.8 22 40.7 21 38.9 3 5.6 0 0.0 

Mean 9 16.7 21.8 40.3 16.8 31.0 4.3 7.9 2.3 4.2 

 

 Table 9 indicates that more than half of the participants (16.7%+40.3%=57.0%) 

disagreed or strongly disagreed that question preview would trigger the negative 

effects. From the frequencies and percentages shown in table 9, it is easy to find that 

most of the participants didn’t think that the question preview made them tense (Q2: 

22.2%+48.1%=70.3%) or divert their attention (Q4: 16.7%+40.7%=57.4%). On the 

contrary, only few participants felt that the question preview made them tense (Q2: 

3.7%+5.6%= 9.3%) or divert their attention (Q4: 7.4%+3.7%=11.1%). Problems 

might come from test takers’ poor listening and reading ability. For fear of scoring 

poor grades on the tests, they begin to get more and more nervous and consequently 

their attention was diverted at the same time. Sherman (1997) found that about 45% 

test takers were concerned about their attention being diverted by test questions; 

however, only 11.1% participants worried about that in this study.  

Besides, only about one-fifth participants (14.8%+7.4%= 22.2%) thought the 

question preview made them miss some information (question 5), and 44.5% 

(13.0%+31.5%) of the participants disagreed or strongly disagreed that. Combing the 

responses of question 5 and the result of interview that was conducted to the 

participants of low-proficiency group of the experimental group, the researcher then 

concluded that test question preview method did lead a few test takers to miss some 
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information because they were always trying to figure out the meanings of the 

previewed questions when the tape recorder was delivering the short conversations, 

consequently, they missed some information. However, only 22.2% of the participants 

had such trouble.   . 

As for question 12, a little more than half of the participants (14.8%+40.7%= 

55.5%) preferred not to have the question after listening and only 5.6% of the 

participants preferred to have the question after listening. It reveals that a few 

participants would like to have the questions after listening and most people recognize 

the positive effects of question preview.             

 In fact, the negative effects discussed above are a chain reaction. For a few 

participants who cannot comprehend the questions or cannot make good use of 

previewing questions, reading and listening to the questions in advance might make 

them more nervous, divert their attention and miss some information, but only a small 

minority of participants was aware of these negative effects.    

 In sum, only a small portion of participants felt negative about the effect of 

question preview.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


