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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter contains a review of literature pertaining to listening comprehension 

in a foreign language classroom.  First, the importance of listening in foreign 

language acquisition is discussed.  The second section includes the nature of 

listening.  Next, the difficulties in listening comprehension and schemata-theoretic 

perspectives in language comprehension, especially in listening comprehension are 

illustrated.  Lastly, the listening assessment, with visual aids preceding listening, is 

reviewed. 

 

2.1 The Importance of Listening in Language Learning 

    In the evolution of language teaching, listening instruction has been ignored until 

1960s.  Before World War II, the teaching of listening gave way to the teaching of 

reading and became the most infertile and least understood aspect of foreign language 

(Winitz, 1981).  In the 1960’s and the early 1970’s, the predominant Audio-lingual 

Approach also stood in the way of the development of the listening skill.  However, 

over the last two decades, with a new wave of interest in the development of 

communicative competence in language teaching, there came an increasing awareness 

of the significant role of listening in communicative skill (Joiner, 1984; Nord, 1980; 

Rivers, 1981). From 1980s through 1990s, research highlighted the important role that 

listening plays in language acquisition (Brown & Yule, 1983; Ellis, Tanaka & 
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Yamazaki, 1994; Faerch & Kasper, 1986; Feyten, 1991; Long, 1985). Listening 

comprehension skills have ever since received a lot more systematic attention in 

language teaching classrooms. 

    While there is a growing awareness of the importance of listening in the world, 

technological advances in global communication have made listening even more 

crucial.  A wide range of books, articles and materials aimed at assisting teachers to 

develop learners’ listening skills are available and a variety of comprehension-based 

methodologies have been proposed (Anderson & Lynch, 1988; Rost, 1990; 

Underwood, 1989).  Since there is an increasing number in the studies indicating that 

listening skills can be taught, enormous changes in listening instruction have taken 

place over the past 50 years.  There has been a shift from non-teaching in the 

Audio-Lingual period, to haphazard listening to texts followed by comprehension 

questions, to a strategy-based approach (Mendelsohn, 1998).  After an extended 

period in which listening was viewed as a mirror of reading, recently, listening has 

been seen as a skill in its own right (Brown, 1990).  Listening comprehending is now 

recognized to be a complex and active skill involving many processes      

(Richards, 1983).  In retrospect, listening comprehension has taken a long and 

struggling journey evolving from a long-ignored skill to pivotal and critical 

component in language acquisition.  

    Teaching listening has, in fact, become a polestar of foreign language instruction 

(Anderson & Lynch, 1988; Bernhardt & James, 1987; Brown, 1987; Byrnes, 1984; 

Dunkel, 1991; Morley, 1991; Richards, 1983; Rost, 1990; Ur, 1985).  In his research, 

Feyten (1991) showed that 70 percent of the average adult’s working day is spent on 
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verbal communication, with 45 percent of that spent on listening acts.  He added that 

listening skill was a good predictor of language achievement and the most frequently 

used mode of human communication.  And Dunkel (1993) echoed the importance of 

listening that the development of communicative competence and oral fluency was 

achieved by putting the horse (listening comprehension) before the cart (oral 

production).  To put it another way, the key to achieving proficiency in speaking is 

developing proficiency in listening comprehension.   

     Additionally, numerous scholars (Dunkel, 1991; Long, 1985; Rost, 1990; 

Vogely, 1999) stressed that listening is fundamental to language acquisition providing 

the input that is the raw material necessary for the process to occur.  The obvious 

reason why listening serves as the input of language learning is that it has long been 

recognized as the most frequently used language skill in the foreign language 

classroom (Taylor, 1964) and hence, it is shown to help students to capitalize on the 

language input they receive, and achieve greater success in language learning 

(Vandergrift, 1999).  Due to the importance of listening comprehension, several 

researchers have advocated that listening comprehension should be the critical first 

step and essential skill for communication and the focal methodology in foreign 

language teaching (Brown, 1987; Dunkel, 1986; Krashen, 1982; Omaggio, 1990).  

One may say, as Vandergrift (1999) in fact did, that listening is a highly integrative 

skill which plays an important role in the process of language learning and facilitates 

the emergence of other language skills. 

       So far, the literature has shown that there are more and more researches on 

listening language acquisition.  The importance of listening can’t be underestimated 
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and treated trivially in foreign language curricula (Morley, 1991).  Listening has 

emerged as an important and distinct foreign language skill leading teachers to look 

for ways to improve the learner’s performance in this skill (Thompson, 1996).   

With technological advance, more and more English teachers begin to search 

for teaching tools promoting the effects of listening instruction.  As Scarcells (1992) 

put it, the best language instruction is the combination of various types of language 

assistance which arouse the interests and help achieve the goal of the learners and 

clear up the linguistic difficulties the learners face.  Among them, pictures as 

teaching aids have become one of the most popular ways of listening instruction.  

Pictures provide the best fruitful benefit of representing the listening content 

(Skrzypczynska, 1992).  They represent places, articles and characters, so language 

learners can gain more sense of the context of the language (Wright, 1989).  Lynch 

(1988) even referred to the fact that supporting visuals would clarify and simplify the 

verbal information.  Moreover, when the English instructor comes across the 

teaching situation in lack of teaching aids, pictures are one of the least expensive and 

easiest ways to solve the problem (Tapia, 1996).  To conclude, visual aids are 

prevalent and necessary in teaching listening for the sake of more effective, 

interactive and interesting instruction.  It is clear that while teaching listening, we 

have to make good use of visual supports to assist students’ listening comprehension. 

 

2.2 Nature of Listening 

    When we talk about listening, we tend to assume it as hearing.  However, 

listening involves a more complex process than hearing (Burley-Allen, 1982).  
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Hearing designates the process in which sound waves are received and modified by 

the ear.  Unlike the physiological process of hearing, listening refers to the process of 

becoming aware of sound sequences.  In listening to speech, the person first 

identifies the component sounds and then recognizes sound sequences as known 

words through the avenues of auditory analysis, mental reorganization and association 

of meaning (Taylor, 1964).  In other words, listening is a learned skill characterized 

as a highly-complex problem-solving activity (Byrnes, 1984). 

    Listening is one of the predominant modes of encoding language messages, 

requiring the phonological interpretation of speech sounds (Shih, 1995).  It is a 

psychological process, involving the mind as well as the sense organs.  According to 

Rost (1991), the components making up listening are discriminating between sounds, 

recognizing words, identifying grammatical groupings of words, distinguishing the 

units of expressions and utterances which create meaning and connecting linguistic 

cues to paralinguistic cues (intonation and stress) and nonlinguistic cues (gestures and 

relevant objects in the situation), employing background knowledge and context to 

predict, confirming meaning and recalling key words and ideas.  Just as Anderson & 

Lynch (1988) described, there are two principal sources of information we should 

consult in the process of comprehension: schematic information and systemic 

knowledge.  On one hand, schematic knowledge involves background knowledge 

and procedural knowledge.  On the other hand, knowledge of the language system, 

such as semantic, syntactic and phonological makes up systemic knowledge.  Feyten 

(1991) defined listening as the process by which spoken language is converted to 

meaning in the mind.  Feyten confirmed that listening is more than simply hearing or 
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perceiving aural stimuli and more than mere comprehension.  Scarcella (1992) added 

that listening isn’t isolated because listeners apply what they know from 

sociolinguistic rules of speaking to predict what they are likely to hear next and they 

interpret what they hear based on what they know of the culture, the grammar and the 

vocabulary of the language.  Besides, Rivers (1981) gave much attention to two 

subskills involved in listening: the recognition of component parts of the language 

and memory for these elements.  He developed the idea a little further that 

recognizing linguistic elements are not sufficient for comprehending what is heard.  

Listeners must be able to retain these elements in short-term memory long enough to 

interpret the utterance to which they are attending.  Several researchers have 

disclosed that listening comprehension includes the listening skills that language 

learners arrange the aural texts in a hierarchy from lower order including 

understanding of utterances at the initial level to higher order involving inference and 

critical evaluation (Brindley, 1998; Buck, 1991; Rost, 1990). 

    From the discussion of listening above, we know that listening itself is the 

combined process of information reorganizing, absorbing the meaning from incoming 

cues, predicting the context and recalling key words and ideas (River, 1981; Rost, 

1991; Taylor, 1964).  Appropriate contextual visuals exactly play the role of assisting 

the listener in arranging messages, catching crucial hints, inferring the ideas and 

deepening the impression on the listening task. 

    Yu (1993) proposed that adding visual cues to the listening text change the 

degree of difficulty because students could reorganize the imperfect knowledge of the 

linguistic code and understand the language situation without necessarily getting 
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every word.  Thus, Mueller (1980) viewed visuals as “advance organizers” just 

because they provide contextual cues to the oral text which enhance the learner to 

clarify the elements and gain a clear comprehension.  Another leading function of 

pictures is that they can add additional information and help the language learner 

make predictions and inferences by getting the cues pictures give when the text is 

only partially understood (Kang, 1995; MacWilliam, 1986).  What is more, as 

Anderson & Lynch (1988) asserted, systemic knowledge is one of the key sources 

leading to comprehending the spoken text.  According to the “Picture in Mind” (PIM) 

technique suggested by Wolff and Marsnik (1992), the language learner could stock 

more information and activate more elements of stored memory with the help of 

visual supports.  To put it the other way round, visual cues contribute to aiding the 

listener’s memory by illustrating the vague points and systematizing the message and 

then further recalling the general context easily. 

 

2.3 The Difficulties in Listening Comprehension 

    As mentioned above, listening comprehension is a complex, problem-solving 

skill.  River (1981) described listening as a creative skill in which the original 

material of words, arrangements of words and the rise and fall of the intonation must 

all be processed by the listener.  Furthermore, Clark & Clark (1977) observed that 

research on listening is much unlike that on reading in three major aspects: (1) Speech 

is continuous.  (2) Phonetic segments lacke consistent characteristics.  (3) Phonetic 

segments do not have the one-to-one relation to the speech stream.  Thus, the listener 

may encounter more obstacles in language learning than the speaker.  Much research 
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has been done to analyze various factors for affecting the complex listening task.  

The study of these factors can benefit not only language instructors but also language 

learners.  It helps language instructors diagnose students’ listening difficulties and 

provides them some appropriate guidelines to their teaching.  Besides, it aids 

language learners with the chance of making a check on their listening strategies and 

upgrade their listening skills.  In the following, some main factors resulting in 

difficulties to learners in the listening comprehension will be discussed. 

 

2.3.1 Factors Affecting Listening Comprehension 

    There are numerous factors influencing the ease or difficulty of the listening 

activity.  Generally speaking, researchers (Boyle, 1984; Brindly, 1998; Dunkel, 1991; 

Rubin, 1994; Samuel, 1984; Wang, 2000) classified these variables into three types: 

speaker factors and oral text factors and listener factors which interact in a variety of 

ways to make the listener’s task easier or more complicated.  These variables will be 

discussed one by one in the following. 

     

2.3.1.1 Speaker Factors 

    While an interlocutor is delivering a speech, the listener’s comprehension is 

greatly affected by the characteristics of the speech.  According to Boyle (1984), 

speaker factors refer to the language ability of the speaker, the prestige and 

personality of the speaker and the quality of the speech signals, such as speech rates, 

accents, pauses, pronunciation, intonation and degree of redundancies.   
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2.3.1.1.1 Speech Rate 

In recent years, there has been a growing body of research on the effects of 

speech rates on listening comprehension.  Among all of these speech signals, speech 

rate has long been proposed as an important factor affecting communication between 

native speakers and nonnative speakers of a language (Derwing & Munro, 2001; 

Griffiths, 1990, 1992).  It has been a common belief among language learners and 

teachers that a slower speech rate would facilitate nonnative speakers’ listening 

comprehension (Flaherty, 1979; Griffiths, 1990, 1992; King & Behnke, 1989; Zhao, 

1997).  Blau (1990) concluded that slowing down the input rate is one of the 

effective methods that facilitates comprehension for nonnative speakers.  On the 

contrary, listening performance declines significantly as passages are delivered at fast 

speech rates.  Other experts (Blau, 1990; Derwing & Munro, 2001) proposed that 

once language listeners have reached high proficiency levels, there might be no need 

to further slow the input they receive.  They added that at the effect of slow rates is 

positive to the listener at the lowest level of proficiency whereas the effect of slow 

rates is negative to the listener at the higher proficiency level.  Flaherty (1979) 

insisted that too slow a listening passage would impede the listener’s comprehension 

by allowing too much time for the short-time memory to fade. 

    However, some scholars are devoted to carrying out the research into the effects 

of certain speech rate on the listener.  Rubin (1994) pointed out that speech rate 

includes a “normal rate,” one at which the listener could easily comprehend the text 

and a “threshold rate,” one at which the comprehension started to decline rapidly.  

He developed the idea a little further that normal speech rates of 165 to 180 words per 
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minute was acceptable for the language learner while the speech rates of more than 

200 words per minute would begin to impair comprehension.  It could be well 

concluded that slowing down the speech rate helps students improve listening 

comprehension. 

 

2.3.1.1.2 Accent 

    Munro and Derwing (1998) contended that too much emphasis on the accented 

speech would result in a significant reduction in comprehension.  Listeners prefer to 

hear the accented speech produced at a slower rate, with more time to process what is 

being said (Munro & Derwing, 1998).  Fan (1993) pointed out that usually ESL/EFL 

listeners are used to “their teacher’s accent or to the standard variety of British or 

American English.”  They would find it hard to understand speakers with strong 

accents.  Many students in Taiwan who are used to the accent of their own teachers 

also face the same dilemma.  They are frequently dismayed by their difficulty 

understanding someone else.  However, listeners who have some experience in 

listening to different accents have better abilities to achieve listening comprehension.  

What teachers can do is try to familiarize students with the two most useful English 

accents—the British and American standard varieties  

(Ur, 1985). 

 

2.3.1.1.3 Pause 

    Another speaker’s factor is the use of pauses--a modification to speaker’s output 

to help nonnative speakers significantly receive the comprehension (Blau, 1990).  
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Blau added that using pauses at constituent boundaries would reduce the speaker’s 

rapid pace of delivery and clarify a string of connected-meaning words.  Employing 

pauses helps achieve the accuracy and effectiveness of listening comprehension.  

Chiang and Dunkel (1992) added that the inclusion of pauses in the output enhances 

the listener’s comprehension.  With the speaker’s pauses, the listener may decode the 

message more smoothly (Goss, 1982).  

 

2.3.1.1.4 Intonation 

    According to Lynch (1983), the understanding of English intonation, the rising 

and falling could facilitate listeners’ knowing how the spoken message was divided 

into “blocks”.  This is because the divisions are often displayed by using the rises 

and falls by native speakers. They may use falling intonation to give hints that their 

ideas have been finished and the rising one to show that the messages aren’t 

completed yet and are expected more.   

 

2.3.1.1.5 Redundancy 

In ordinary conversation, some kinds of redundancy would also affect the 

outcome of listening comprehension.  In a research on redundancy, Chiang and 

Dunkel (1992) reported that redundancy helps improve comprehension.  Ur (1985) 

also discovered that in daily conversation and even in much impromptu speech and 

lecture, speakers often use numerous expressions that could aid in conveying their 

message more successfully.  Redundant utterances may take the form of restatements, 

false starts, rephrasing, self-corrections, elaborations, tautologies and meaning 
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additions, such as “I mean” or “you know.”  This redundancy would enable the 

speaker to express what he really means so that they could help the listener to follow 

him by providing extra information and time to think (Ur, 1985).  Long (1983) 

claimed that conversational adjustments, repetition and redundancy, play a greater 

role in making input comprehensible.  This kind of speech modification allowing the 

listener more time to grasp the speaker’s message has a facilitative effect on listener’s 

comprehension (Chiang &Dunkel, 1992). 

    Other variables such as hesitation, dialects, speaker’s language ability, etc. are 

also important in the comprehension process (Blau, 1990; Griffith, 1990; Jacobs, 1988; 

Rost, 1990; Voss, 1979). 

 

2.3.1.2 Oral Text Factors 

    Spoken text is entirely different from written text.  Listeners, unlike the readers, 

can not read back the content over and over again or conclude meaning between 

printed lines.  As a result, a listener’s comprehension depends chiefly upon the oral 

text.  In general speech, the speaker holds the control of the scope and difficulty of 

utterances.  The listener, however, must prepare to encounter and decode unfamiliar 

message.  Therefore, a listener’s understanding of the spoken text has the roots in the 

fleeting information the text conveys itself.  Oral text factors include the complexity 

of the lexis and syntax, topic familiarity, discourse signals, word familiarity, 

conceptual difficulty of the text and explicitness of information contained in the 

speech (Boyle, 1984; Sheils, 1988).   
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2.3.1.2.1 Complexity of the Lexis and Syntax 

Here, we notice, the complexity of the lexis and syntax refers to a modification 

to the syntax (e.g., the use of two simple sentences instead of one complex sentences) 

and an alteration in the lexis of the passage e.g., “would like to” rather than “fancy” 

(Chiang & Dunkel, 1992). The alteration of lexis and syntax would work a profound 

influence on the outcome of the listening training. 

 

2.3.1.2.2 Topic Familiarity 

    Topic familiarity would also affect the amount of the listener’s recall 

(Schmidt-Rinehard, 1994).  In his exploration of the correlation between the 

listener’s comprehension and topic familiarity, he suggested that all subjects score 

higher on the familiar passage while the unfamiliar topics, such as cultural or 

linguistic oral output, make comprehension difficult.  Thus, topic familiarity does 

appear as a powerful variable for listening comprehension. 

 

2.3.1.2.3 Discourse Signals 

    With regard to the functional effect of discourse signals on listeners’ 

comprehension of the discourse, Chaudron and Richards (1986) empirically 

demonstrated that a speaker’s use of discourse markers facilitates comprehension of 

the incoming information.  Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that when the 

speaker utters clearly signaled markers e.g., “What I’m going to talk about today; you 

probably know something already; This is how it came about.” Such signals make the 

task of understanding easier for the listener. 
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2.3.1.2.4 Word Familiarity 

    Another characteristic concerning the text is word familiarity.  Hung (1998) 

reported that spoken passages with familiar words are easier for students to 

comprehend, even if the content is unfamiliar to them.  His research denoted that the 

using of words familiar to listeners might arouse their learning interest and lead to a 

positive effect in listening training. 

 

2.3.1.2.5 Level of Difficulty   

    Anderson and Lynch (1988) noted that the level of difficulty of the output is 

another factor that might hinder comprehension.  To surmount the difficulty in 

listening comprehension, students need to cultivate the ability of recognizing the 

grammatical structures impeding the listener’s conceiving the idea of the spoken 

information (Rivers, 1973). 

    The content of what is said may be fairly unpredictable and abstract in nature. It 

may deal with a range of complex topics and will probably be expressed in quite 

complicated linguistic form.  Besides, there will be a number of differentt speakers, 

with different accents and voices, so what listeners have to do is to practice more with 

the aid of teaching tools, such as pictures, to enhance their own listening ability. 

 

2.3.1.3 Listener Factors 

    Not surprisingly, listener characteristics have considerable impact on an 

individual’s listening comprehension.  They can be classified into the listener’s 

background knowledge, motivation, attention and anxiety.  Among these factors, 
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schema-theoretic perspectives relating to background knowledge are also discussed as 

follows.   

 

2.3.1.3.1 Background knowledge 

    Background knowledge refers to the preconceived idea we have of the content, 

formality level and of the discourse we are about to hear.  In other words, that is the 

knowledge we possess previously about the context or passage (Ur, 1985).  Many 

researchers agree that background knowledge or prior knowledge can affect listening 

comprehension (Bacon, 1989; Carrell, 1983; Connor, 1984; Chiang & Dunkel, 1992; 

Dunkel, 1991; Omaggio, 1990; Rost, 1990).  It helps listeners interpret the speaker’s 

utterances and remove the difficulties in comprehending the text as listeners lack the 

familiarity with the target language.  Bacon (1989) reported that successful listeners 

tend to use their personal, world and discourse knowledge effectively.   

Additionally, Chiang (1990) added that the knowledge of the content schemata 

enhances the comprehension for EFL listeners. When EFL listeners lack familiarity 

with the cultural element in the discourse, communication could break down  

(Carrell, 1983).  Wolvin and Coakley (1992) also mentioned the influence of culture 

and self-concept on the listener’s comprehension.  They noted that a listener’s 

culture “essentially serves to define who he or she is and how he or she will 

communicate through his or her perceptual filter” (p. 121).  A study conducted by 

Chiang and Dunkel (1992) showed that the high and low achievers score higher when 

listening to the culturally familiar-topic lecture instead of the culturally 

unfamiliar-topic lecture. 
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    Since background knowledge is proved to exert a tremendous effect on listening 

comprehension, it’s worth reviewing the literature pertaining to schemata, which is 

highly related to background knowledge. 

 

2.3.1.3.1.1 Schema-Theoretic Perspectives on Comprehension 

    In the following, the schema theory relevant to background knowledge including 

definitions of schema and functions of schemata in comprehension are revealed. 

 

2.3.1.3.1.1.1 Definitions of Schema 

    Background knowledge or knowledge of the world is central to the way we 

understand language (Anderson & Lynch, 1988; Long, 1990).  It’s undeniable that 

ESL/EFL listeners often face the problems of failing to grasp the theme of the oral 

text.  The role of background knowledge in language comprehension has been 

formalized in a theoretical model known as schema theory (Bartlett, 1932; Rumelhart 

& Ortony, 1977; Rumelhart, 1980).  One of the important components of this theory 

is that any given content doesn’t carry meaning.  Instead, it supplies direction for 

listeners to construct meaning from their own previously acquired knowledge.  This 

previously acquired knowledge structures in the comprehension process are named 

schemata (Adams & Collins, 1979; Bartlett, 1932; Rumelhart, 1980).   

According to schema theory, comprehending a text is an interactive process 

between the listener’s background knowledge and the text.  Efficient comprehension 

relies on the ability to predict the contextual meanings from one’s own past 

experience.  Realizing the words, sentences and the whole passage don’t simply  
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require the linguistic competence.  Comprehending a spoken message is the result of 

our combining the new information from what we have just heard with the previous 

knowledge and experience.  Schemata working in our mind as we interpret incoming 

information helps us to process incoming passages by leading us to predict what we 

are about to encounter when we listen.  As long as our expectations are met, we 

continue to interpret incoming information in terms of our working hypothesis about 

the topic (Bailey, 1998).  However, Bailey continued to say that if the mismatched 

schemata or hypothesis from their first language and culture is applied by nonnative 

listeners, it may result in the incorrect interpretations of the passage.  Anderson and 

Lynch (1988) referred to schematic knowledge as one of the information sources in 

comprehension and insisted that it be the lack of such information that impedes 

comprehension.  The similar statements are also made by Brown and Yule (1983).  

They described schemata as organized background knowledge which leads us to 

expect or predict messages in our interpretation of discourse. 

    From cognitive aspects, cognitive psychologists believe that knowledge is 

organized in the form of schemata (Long, 1990).  Background knowledge of this 

type is generally acquired through life experiences.  That is to say, schemata aid 

comprehension by providing a context and filling in missing information.  The main 

structure of schema theory was studied by Bartlett (1932), who first determined that 

comprehension is gained by the connection of input with one’s existing cognitive 

structures.  Later, Minsky (1975) introduced the concept of frames and defined it as 

representations of stereotyped experiences.  Minsky’s theory deals with how 

language learners use the frame, what they predicte and how they respond to the 
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incorrect expectations during the process of information.  Moreover, Schank (1975) 

used the term “scripts” to describe the representation of knowledge regarding routine 

situations and activities.  Also, Rumelhart (1980) contended that “schemata are the 

basis for all information processing and schemata are employed in the process of 

interpreting sensory data (both linguistic and nonlinguistic), in retrieving information 

from memory, in organizing actions, in determining goals and subgoals, in allocating 

resources and generally, in guiding the flow of processing in the system” (p. 33-34). 

    Lastly, Long (1989) noted that meaning occurs when the listener’s prior 

knowledge about the world interacts with the speech.  He further explained that this 

world knowledge is rooted in life experience which benefits the listener to make 

inferences and form expectations.  If the cultural background of the speaker and the 

listener differs, the listener may employ inappropriate schemata and fail to 

comprehend the message.  According to Long (1990), the way to “bridge” the gaps 

in lexical and linguistic knowledge is to provide the aid of background.  Teng (1997) 

commented that the learner’s prior knowledge, previously existing knowledge, 

background knowledge and world knowledge are resembling.  To sum up, frames, 

scripts, prior knowledge and background are all related to schemata --the knowledge 

structure in one’s memory. 

  

2.3.1.3.1.1.2 Functions of Schemata in Comprehension 

    Following the previous section on the nature of schemata, this section turns to 

focus on the role of schemata in language comprehension.  Cognitive psychologists 

contended that schema consists of two separate but interrelated models of information 
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processing concerning the tasks involved in comprehension: bottom-up processing 

and top-down processing. 

    Bottom-up processing is prompted by the incoming data.  These data enter the 

system in the form of best fitting, bottom-level schemata.  Schemata are 

hierarchically organized, from the most general at the top to the most specific at the 

bottom.  As these bottom-level schemata go up higher level, more general schemata 

become activated.  Therefore, bottom-up processing is called data-driven or 

text-based processing.  In other words, in bottom-up processing, the incoming data 

enter the comprehender’s “system” through the bottom-most (most specific), 

best-fitting schemata—from the most specific on the bottom to the most abstract on 

the top.  This kind of processing focuses on small components of the language, such 

as individual sounds, morphemes or words, to interpret the message.  That is to say, 

learners divide the stream of speech into its constituent sounds, link these together to 

form words, chain the words together to form sentences and clauses (Nunan, 1991).  

Comprehenders need to decode the linguistic input rapidly and correctly to gain 

coherence and at the same time to delete inaccurate interpretations (Carrell, 1983; 

Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983; Rost, 1990).  In the data-driven processing, language 

learners begin with recognizing phonetic sounds, identifying these as phonemes and 

arrange the morphological structure.  Then they undergo the same procedure for the 

next word and finally recognize a phrase and so they continue to build up structures 

until sentences are formed.  After this, they interpret sentences and catch the 

semantic meaning (Brown, 1990). 

In the survey on listening comprehension, Chastain (1976) took some important 
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steps.  He divided the listening comprehension into five sequential stages: to 

distinguish the sounds, to comprehend the entire messages, to hold the messages until 

it can be processed, to decode the speaker’s information and to store the messages in 

the target language.  Namely, Chastain’s models suggest that the first step to 

comprehend the incoming information is to identify the sounds, intonation and voice 

qualities.  And then, with the perception of the overall messages produced by the 

speaker, the listener retains it in his auditory memory.  After decoding what the 

speaker has said, the listener can further employ the messages and stock them in the 

brain.  To sum up, Chastain decoded the listening process from sounds to meanings.                                                                               

Taylor (1964) proposed the similar idea about comprehension process.  He stated 

that listening starts with the sounds uttered by the speaker and the listener identifies 

words made up of sounds over a brief but measurable interval of time, and then 

translates larger word sequences into meanings.   

Similar studies were conducted by Omaggio (1990).  He found that the listener 

took in raw speech and retained the messages in short-term memory.  The listener 

tried to identify the content, function or purpose of the message and then group these 

components together to form the coherent message which was held in long-term 

memory as a reconstructed meaning.   

In addition to storing the meaning of the message, the listener also tried to 

determine the speaker’s intentions, clarify the present situation and carry out the goal 

of the communication.  Besides, Call (1985) supported the idea of listening 

construction process.  He found that the act of listening and understanding a spoken 

language could be described as a series of processes through which the sounds were 
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converted into meaning.  As the sounds entered the listener’s auditory system, they 

briefly remained in an echoic memory.  During this period, the listener received 

order by means of previously learned patterns which combined the sound stream to 

form meaningful units.  Since the patterns that the sounds made have been 

recognized, they became the form of words. 

    Bottom-up listening process focuses mainly on the listener’s constructing the 

meanings from the aural stimuli heard to the comprehension.  On the other hand, 

top-down processing occurs as the comprehender predicts what is likely to come next 

based on higher, general schemata and then searches for the information to fit into the 

higher level schemata.  Top-down processing is, therefore, called conceptually 

driven.  In this processing, the listener actively arranges previous knowledge in 

interpreting what is being said so that prediction and interpretation have to be seen as 

interlinked processes which can’t be separated (Brown, 1990).  Listeners use their 

pre-existing knowledge to interpret the passage and have expectations of the incoming 

input (Tsui, Fullilove, 1998).  Goodman (1967), thus, called it “knowledge-based 

processing.”  According to Clark & Clark (1977), top-down processing is to 

understand how syntactic and semantic meanings help the listener recognize the 

words in the speech stream.  This approach is usually utilized by successful listeners.  

They are those who use both “inside the head” knowledge and “outside the head” 

knowledge to explain what they hear (Nuana, 1991).  Nunan further explained that in 

the top-down view of listening knowledge is not directly encoded in words but with 

the aid of pictures or the contextual features to help interpret incoming messages. 

    To wrap up, it is clear that the bottom-up is the sound input whereas the 
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top-down is the application of the cognitive ability that the mind sets up the 

expectations and the sound provides confirmation.  Kelly (1991) described the 

interactive relationships between bottom-up and top-down processing.  She claimed 

that perception occurs when enough information is provided by both processing, and 

moreover, the interactive processing models do not always function successfully, but 

are subject to many factors.  She further interpreted the interactive model of 

comprehension, claiming that if the sound signal is weak, vague or incomplete, the 

listener would use the top-down processing more; on the contrary, he relies mainly on 

bottom-up approach when the following words are highly predictable. 

    From the psycholinguistic perspectives, it’s necessary to consider the aspect of 

how the cognitive processing interacts with linguistic structures.  Carroll (1999) 

disclosed that “Language processing is a joint product of linguistic principles and 

psychological mechanisms” (p.46).  In the bottom-up model, listeners depend on the 

structures and the words of a sentence from the text to build up the intended meaning.  

By contrast, in the top-down model, the listener makes use of background or world 

knowledge that he has already possessed to expect what message is likely to be sent 

by the speaker.  The point is that bottom-up processing enables the listener to delete 

the information that doesn’t fit his ongoing hypotheses about the content or the 

structure of the text; however, top-down processing aids the listener to select between 

alternative possible interpretations of the incoming data (Teng, 1997).  The same 

research on the two models are also conducted by Clark and Clark (1977).  In its 

narrow sense, listening means the mental process to interpret what the speaker intends 

to convey.  Simply to say, it is the building of meaning from sounds.  In its broader 
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sense, however, it denotes that the listener uses the interpretations they have built in 

the real life situation. 

    If the comprehender’s listening ability is taken into consideration, Tsui & 

Fullilove (1998) believed, skilled listeners are better able to use top-down or 

knowledge-based approach whereas less-skilled listeners tend to rely on bottom-up or 

text-based approach.  They found that inefficient listeners perform much better on 

local questions which require the listener to deal with details and facts than on global 

questions which need the listener to organize information, draw conclusions and make 

inferences.  On the other hand, for efficient listeners, top-down and bottom-up 

strategies work at the same time. 

    To sum up, neither bottom-up nor top-down is sufficient to involve the complex 

listening process.  Instead, the interactive processing from these two sources is more 

appropriate to illustrate the processes of listening comprehension.  From previous 

remarks one general point becomes very clear: listening is an interactive and 

interpretive process because listeners do not just passively receive the information but 

clarify the messages, identify the input and organize the meanings (Wolvin & Coakley, 

1992).  With the interactive model, the accurate listening comprehension is possibly 

gained. 

 

2.3.1.3.2 Motivation 

    Motivation is the amount of time a learner is prepared to spend on learning tasks 

(Carroll, 1962).  It also implies some incentive that leads the individual to participate 

in activity and to persevere until the goal is reached (Chastain, 1976).  Moreover, 
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motivation is an inner drive that stimulates a person to take action to deal with the 

task successfully (Wang, 2000).  Therefore, on one hand, motivation decides the 

extent of active, personal engagement in learning.  On the other hand, it encourages 

greater effort on the learners and results in greater success in global language 

proficiency and competence in specific language skills, such as listening (Scarcella & 

Oxford, 1992).  In the process of listening, strong motivation will cause the listener 

to make use of every moment to increase the chance to listen to the message.  In 

real-life situations, the listeners with strong motivation will show more interest in 

attempting to process the content of the speaker’s utterances and they will thus 

maintain their language skills after classroom instruction is over.  It is clear that 

highly motivated students do better than ones without any motivation (Harmer, 1998). 

For those who have no or low motivation toward listening learning, the progress they 

make in listening skills may be relatively slow.  Viewed in this light, motivation can 

be regarded as one of the most important factors in language learning.  This is why 

English teachers have always tried to find new approaches or strategies for the EFL 

classroom.  To create the English classroom atmosphere and arouse students’ 

learning motivation, various teaching aids, such as advertisements, warnings, pictures, 

etc. can be used as stimuli to listening because these they give the listener the feeling 

of “learning the language” (Corria, 1999). 

 

2.3.1.3.3 Attention 

    Attention can be thought as the directing of awareness (Taylor, 1964).  In the 

process of listening, attention is vital to the listener’s effectiveness in understanding 
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the message.  That is because the listener has to pay attention to the incoming 

information in order to grasp the meaning efficiently and successfully.  If the listener 

doesn’t pay attention adequately, the information won’t be processed.  It won’t be 

transformed from “output” into “intake,” i.e., the listener really takes information into 

his or her consciousness (Cohen, 1990).  The ineffective listeners may stop listening 

or lose the attention whenever they come across the unknown words or phrases in the 

listening text.  Thus, they will have difficulties in the storage of past cues, the 

prediction of future cues and association between the two (Yorio, 1971).  Listeners’ 

distraction often leads to the listening difficulties.  To solve the problem, the 

instructor can design active, stimulating listening activities to make students focus 

their attention.  It is recommended that the teacher can use the color pictures to draw 

students’ attention. 

 

2.3.1.3.4 Anxiety 

    Research on foreign language learning shows that anxiety directly undermines 

motivation and exerts a negative influence on listening comprehension (Gardner, 

Lalande, Moorcroft, & Evers, 1987).  Compared with reading, listening is more 

stressful for learners since it involves serious time constraints on processing which 

create their anxiety.  In a test situation, this anxiety can be greatly exacerbated and 

negatively affect the performance (Arnold, 2000). 

    Vogely (1998) pointed out that there are three factors for creating learners’ 

anxiety.  First, anxiety occurs when the students feel they are faced with a task that is 

too difficult or unfamiliar to them.  Additionally, the students feel anxious when they 
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have no idea about what kind of context they are listening to, why they are listening to, 

what substantial elements they should listen for and what they are supposed to do in 

the listening processing.  The last factor is the lack of visual support.  Lacking the 

concrete and vivid images of the listening text would lead to the listeners’ frustration 

and anxiety.  To minimize listening anxiety, the input should be comprehensible and 

suitable for the students’ language level.  According to Vogely (1998), listening 

anxiety would easily occur when the oral texts are not clear enough.  At this point, 

visual materials are the effective tools to clarify the vague verbal information.  

 

2.4 Visual Aids in Listening Comprehension 

    As previously shown, there are numerous variables affecting the listening 

comprehension in foreign language acquisition.  They affect the listening 

comprehension either without visual aids or with visual aids.  However, visual cues 

has been noted as an element, among others, facilitating listening comprehension.  

Oral texts are not the only way for the listener to absorb the meaning; the visuals also 

play a prominent role in getting the message.  Research by Rubin (1990) on visual 

support for texts also reveals that listening comprehension is positively influenced by 

such a factor.  The following is the review of the advantages and principles of 

employing pictures. 

 

2.4.1 The Advantages of Picture Format in Listening Comprehension 

The effectiveness of visual aids in language teaching has been universally 

acknowledged.  “A picture is worth a thousand words” implies that visual channel of 
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transmitting information is superior to the auditory.  Foreign language educators 

have assumed that visual aids are beneficial to the learning of a foreign language 

(Omaggio, 1979).  Suggestions for utilizing visual materials can be found in many 

instructional texts.  Over the past few years, a considerable number of studies have 

been done on the influence of visual cues.  Results indicate that visual aids are 

informative and enhance listening comprehension (Abbott & Wingard, 1981; Baltova, 

1994; Mueller, 1980; Omaggio, 1979; Rijavec, 1991; Sinatra, 1986; Su, 1994; Synder, 

1988; Tuttle, 1975; Underhill, 1992).  These scholars commented that visual 

materials are extremely good for helping motivation and enhancing the interests, 

attracting the listener’s attention, organizing the input and providing predictions.   

Pictures contribute to interest and motivation in listening comprehension, 

especially for the low proficiency learners (Abbott & Wingard, 1981; Wright, 1989).  

The foreign language learners often face with materials that are unfamiliar, difficult, 

and unpredictable tend to feel frustrated and bored.  Students are motivated well by 

various types of pictures--the rich source of experience or culture outside the 

classroom (Abbott & Wingard, 1981).  Pictures can represent the speakers--their 

facial expression, their behavior--the setting and the situation.  They can motivate 

the learner and focus the learner’s mind on the content of the message and the mood 

of the speaker (Wright, 1989). 

    Another very important advantage with visual aids in teaching listening 

comprehension is that they contribute to holding attention and facilitating students’ 

learning (Baltova, 1994).  If learners receive input they do not understand, they are 

easily absent-minded.  With the stimuli of vivid and colorful pictures, the learners’ 
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attention could be drawn effectively. 

Besides, research has confirmed the contribution of visual cues to the learner’s 

ability of organizing the passage (Baltova, 1994; Mueller, 1980; Rijavec, 1991; Yu, 

1993).  Goodman (1968) maintained that supplementary cues outside the content aid 

the learner to comprehend the foreign language since these cues provide the 

conceptual basis for organizing the input which benefits the listener to have better in 

making predictions and formulating proper hypotheses while he is encountering 

unfamiliar words and expressions in the passage.  Visual aids can serve as not only 

the supplementary cue discussed above but also an “advance organizer” (Mueller, 

1980).  They reconstruct past visual experience with incoming information actively 

so that even complicated topics could be quickly introduced (Sinatra, 1986).   

In daily life interaction, we use our background knowledge and understanding of 

the circumstances to make predictions about what we think will happen or be said.  

In the process of listening, predicting is one of the essential elements to comprehend 

the incoming messages.  In the teaching of listening comprehension nowadays, a 

good deal of emphasis is laid on the importance of providing proper visual support to 

learners so as to enable them to activate their content and assist them in making 

predictions and inferences when a text is only partially understood (Kang, 1995; 

MacWilliam, 1986; Mueller, 1980; Ruhe, 1996).    Proper visual aids can not only 

provide the non-verbal information such as the interactive situation in the language 

classroom, the relationship between the people involved and how they behave but also 

help students to predict the content of a text and to respond to the language 

appropriately (Wright, 1989).  Besides, Omaggia (1979) noted that visual 
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information gives the learners certain indications about the relationship of events 

occurring in the passage, enabling them to predict future cues, make associations with 

past cues and eliminate various hypotheses that might mislead them.  Visual stimuli 

such as the setting and body language can form powerful predictions; thus, foreign 

language learners can predict what the speaker is going to talk about, what he is going 

to say next and infer what is implicit in the text (Brown, 1978; Byrnes, 1984; Faerch 

& Kasper, 1986; Ur, 1985).  In fact, “it is by virtue of the expectations that listeners 

have that they need perform only a cursory examination of the acoustic signal” (Rost, 

1990, p. 34), rather than try to decode every signal word.  Therefore, the task of 

understanding spoken passage could be made easier if our expectations of what is to 

come are stimulated.  In this sense the presence of visual mode in the listening task 

is beneficial. 

    Teaching listening comprehension with visual cues is not only a more realistic 

approach, but also a basic need for the ineffective listener to rely on extra textual 

clues (Baltova, 1994). These extra textual clues are invaluable in helping the student 

to “see” the setting where the speakers are and their appearance, behavior and mood 

and thus benefit the learner to understand the text and its implied meanings.  Namely, 

the visual materials provide background-giving additional information, creating an 

atmosphere and stimulating the imagination which serves as “mental hooks” 

especially for the students of low level linguistic competence to reinforce 

memorization and change the degree of difficulty (Rijavec, 1991).  Krashen (1993) 

contended that visual information for low level students could facilitate their learning 

since input could easily be made comprehensible to them.  He even said that this 
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contextual aid is the secret to learning to understand the foreign language and to the 

successful transmission of information in the acquisition process.  In a word, visual 

aids can be used to clarify the ambiguous elements and organize the listening 

passages when topics are not familiar to learners. 

 

2.4.2 The Principles of Using Visual Aids 

    Since visual aids are beneficial in the process of listening comprehension, there 

are some principles of utilizing them to attract students’ attention and acquiring 

understanding.   

In the first place, to work their best, visual stimuli should be simple enough for 

listeners to grasp the main ideas represented in them (Ginther, 2002; Omaggio, 1979; 

Ur, 1985).  While over-detailed or “busy” visual aids are confusing and difficult to 

scan, a simple illustration could serve as an “advance organizer” to diminish the 

difficulty in comprehension.   

What is more, Omaggio (1979) suggested the best visual context is general in 

nature, providing the listener some hints about the messages.  Similar findings were 

reported in Ginther’s (2002) studies.  In Ginther’s study, he stressed that there must 

be a complementary relationship between information supplied by the visual stimuli 

and by the audio stimuli respectively to decide the learner’s performance.  To put it 

another way, the crucial influence of the visual cues lies in its direct interaction with 

the oral text. 

    Thus, in listening activities, well-designed situational visual aids, such as a map, 

a chart or a model can be illustrative materials for the listener to infer what is 
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contained in the content. 

 

2.4.3 The Advantages of Visual-Before Treatment in Listening Comprehension 

    Some researchers (Bransford & Johnson, 1972; Mendelsohn, 1998; Mueller, 

1980; Ur, 1985) did the research on the effects of content visuals at different time 

periods in listening activities.  They concluded that suitable visual cues shown 

before listening to the oral passages are more helpful than visual cues shown during 

listening.   

Bransford and Johnson (1972) discovered that subjects who were supplied with 

appropriate contextual visual aids before listening to the oral passage performed 

significantly better in comprehension ratings and recall scores.  And Ur (1985) 

claimed that the listening activity is the association and interaction between the 

listener’s expectation, purpose and comprehension.  Thus, it is helpful to present 

visual aids before listening in that the students could expect the situation of the 

speaker and the main ideas of incoming messages.   

Additionally, Mueller (1980) supported the idea of using the visuals before 

listening to achieve listening comprehension recall.  In his experiment on the 

relationship between visual contextual aids and listening comprehension, participants 

are college German students.  He concluded that visual-before treatment is the most 

effective one for three reasons: (1) the visual cues serve as an advance organizer 

activating the stored memory and transmitting the involved information; (2) the 

students would erase wrong hypotheses and tend to guess the meaning of unfamiliar 

words and phrases correctly; and (3) visual-before listening activity arouse the 
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students’ interest and draw their attention to the passage. 

    It should be concluded, from what has been said above, that showing situational 

visual aids at proper time is advantageous to language learners’ listening 

comprehension.  The previous literature reveals that a great deal of effort has been 

made on the effect of visual aids at college levels.  What seems to be lacking, 

however, is few studies have been done on the effects of showing visual cues at 

different time periods on junior high school students.  Thus, the purpose of this 

thesis is to determine which treatment is more beneficial to junior high school 

students, the picture-during- listening treatment or the picture- before- listening one.  

The results of this study should be useful for educators to diagnose their own teaching 

strategies in teaching listening comprehension.  Furthermore, this research may 

provide an alternative for English teachers to make good use of visual cues at 

appropriate time in listening comprehension tests.  

 

 

 


