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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Motivation 

    Listening is the process of receiving attending and assigning meaning to aural 

stimuli (Scarcella & Oxford, 1992).  That is, listening is the very first step for us to 

receive stimuli and then make responses to the external communication.  Listening 

can also be regarded as a problem-solving skill, whereas listeners are the problem 

solvers trying to analyze and decipher a series of signals from the coming message.  

It’s a highly integrative skill playing an important role in the process of language 

acquisition and facilitating the emergence of other language skills.  Listening, as 

Burley-Allen (1982) stated, is taking in information from speakers, acknowledging 

the speakers in a way that invites the communication to continue, providing limited, 

but encouraging input to the talker’s response and carrying the person’s ideas one step 

forward.  Since listening is the skill of taking in information, it is used far more than 

reading and writing combined.  Furthermore, the phonological system of the 

language is acquired by listening and oral communication is impossible without a 

listening skill that is much more highly developed than the speaking skill.  It can 

thus serve as the basis for the development of speaking (Chastain, 1976). 

    Additionally, listening involves the interactive process of speaking and listening, 

and plays a critical role for both an individual to be able to continue the discourse and 

a medium in the communication process (Long & Macian, 1994).  Belasco (1981) 

also stressed that the key to achieving proficiency in speaking is the development of 
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proficiency in listening comprehension.  Moreover, Rivers (1984) demonstrated that 

adults spend 40-50% of communication time listening, 25-30% speaking, 11-16% 

reading and about 9% writing.  In other words, an adult spends more time on 

listening in communication than on the other three skills.  However, according to 

Burley-Allen (1982), it’s surprising that on the average, people are only about 25 

percent effective as listeners.  Mueller (1980) indicated that listening is the least 

understood of the four language skills and consequently the least well taught.  

Listening is frequently viewed, as Scarcella & Oxford (1992) claimed, as “an enabling 

skill, not worthy of attention on its own” (p.139).  This concept leads people to 

believe effective listening is instinctive and listeners will automatically understand 

spoken messages without specific exercises and practice in this skill.  As a result, we 

make little effort to learn or develop listening skills and unknowingly neglect a vital 

communication function.  In response to the mistaken assumptions, this researcher 

strongly recommends that the teacher teaches listening comprehension strategies and 

always integrate listening activities into a language programme. 

     Although the ultimate goal of foreign language pedagogy places stress on the 

development of four language skills, in comparison with other three language skills, 

listening has long been the most ignored skill in language teaching (Carroll, 1971; 

Rivers, 1981).  In today’s language classroom, many teachers and learners view 

speaking as their priority and mistakenly believe that the most useful method to 

acquire communicative fluency is to increase the opportunity to “talk” rather than to 

“listen”.  In Taiwan, the significance and influence of listening have not received 

much attention in the present foreign language education.  There are two primary 
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reasons for individuals’ neglect of the role of the listening skill.  First, some people 

are convinced that listening skills can be acquired automatically and learned in 

real-life settings (Braxton, 1999).  This mistaken notion, long rooted in people’s 

mind, reflects the partial reason why language educators and learners don’t regard 

listening teaching and learning as an important skill in the classroom.  Second, in 

Taiwan, the situation is even worse because listening test is not included in the 

primary entrance exam of senior high school.  In reality, the inclusion of the listening 

skill test is just in embryo.  As a result, there are little assistance and few 

instructional guidelines in the curriculum of listening comprehension.  To students, 

their listening ability is not fully developed among the four language skills.  As for 

some instructors, they are at a loss as to how to promote students’ listening 

proficiency.  To students in Taiwan, they frequently have problems understanding 

what they are listening while in the process of listening, but easily lose the thread and 

forget what goes on (Yorio, 1971).  Readers can reread the parts they don’t 

understand or they can even consult a dictionary or a grammar book.  Nevertheless, 

just as Wipf (1984) pointed out, listeners often fail to afford the fleeting nature of the 

spoken words.  Omaggio (1979) believed that students have difficulties in the 

storage of past cues, prediction of future cues and associations between the two.  For 

foreign language learners, this kind of prediction is not easy, especially for beginning 

learners.  They may stop listening to the passage and try hard to figure out the 

meanings of unfamiliar words when they fail to catch the meanings of certain words.  

Consequently, they continue to miss the following part of the speech.  As far as 

effective listening is concerned, it’s allowable for listeners to miss certain words.  
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What is more important for learners is how to “grasp” the key words during the whole 

speech.  Hence, it’s the urgent issue about how to teach students to have the ability 

of catching central ideas during listening. 

     Teaching listening in Taiwan simply means testing listening.  During listening 

class, students just listen to the tape or CD, answer the questions and finally check 

their replies.  Even some English teachers themselves don’t have clear ideas about 

the strategies of teaching listening.  Accordingly, most students in Taiwan are 

intensely afraid of developing listening ability.  Even though English teachers in 

Taiwan face the dilemma as to promoting students’ listening ability, it’s soluble with 

the aids of visual cues.  With visual aids, students can be well prepared to make 

predictions and gain the possible contextual hints when they encounter unfamiliar 

materials.    

      Learning listening skills through visual aids can help students make better 

predictions about what is going to happen and get rid of various hypotheses that 

probably mislead them to interpret the spoken discourse inaccurately (Wang, 2000).  

Visual cues have an important function as aids to listening, simply because they 

attract students’ attention, help and encourage them to focus on the subject in hand.  

It is relatively difficult to concentrate on spoken materials, but much easier if there is 

something relevant to look at (Ur, 1985).  Furthermore, Ur (1985) continued to 

explore if this “something” is conspicuous, colorful, humorous, dramatic or in motion, 

meaningful and stimulating visual aids are likely to heighten students’ motivation and 

concentration.  Besides, if the students are young and absolute beginners, color 

drawing will work as a hook to catch their interest (Tapia, 1996).  These stimulating 
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aids arouse students’ attention to the context and the key words in the sentences will 

enable students to make good guesses at the meanings of the sentences.  This 

contextual inference is the secret to learning to understand the target language and to 

the eventual success of the student in the acquisition process (Krashen, 1983).  

Therefore, Hughes (1989) believed that students’ motivation and attention are caught 

mainly because they respond well to pictures, attractive typography and color.  

Low-achievers often lack confidence in themselves and easily lose interest in listening.  

What they need most is to enhance their motivation and catch their attention in the 

listening process.  Pictures are more highly motivating than the traditional 

instructional techniques.  While language is abstract to low proficiency learners, 

drawing tends to be concrete and more real to them (Nelson, 1989).  Besides, 

drawing, like music, is a medium of direct communication which replaces the words 

unfamiliar to low achievers, serves as an advance organizer and offer appropriate 

prediction for the future messages.  Therefore, we can conclude that visual aids are 

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

interactive and interesting instruction. 

    The previous research has found that visual cues play such an important role in 

listening instruction as well as listening comprehension assessment.  Yet there are 

few conclusive studies to support the proposition that visual aids facilitate the learning 

of foreign language on the listening comprehension of junior high school in Taiwan.  

Accordingly, it’s worth further investigating the effects of visual aids and their 

showing time on listening comprehension at junior high schools in Taiwan. 
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1.2  Purposes of the Study 

The purpose of the present study is addressed as follows: 

    1.  To identify the common difficulties junior high school students encounter 

in listening comprehension tests; 

   2.  To investigate the effects on the listening comprehension when junior high 

school students are provided with a picture during listening and a picture 

before listening;  

    3.  To find out which listening comprehension test is more effective, a picture 

during listening or a picture before listening, in students’ learning; and 

4. To offer the English teachers of junior high schools more applicable 

    methods to enhance students’ listening ability.                           

 

1.3  Significance of the Study 

    In this study, an attempt is made to provide a quantitative analysis pertaining the 

effects of visual cues at different time periods in listening comprehension tests in 

Taiwan.  Findings in this study may be important in the following aspects.  First of 

all, just because there is more and more emphasis on listening comprehension 

nowadays, English teachers in junior high schools are eager to gain the guidelines of 

enhancing students’ listening skills.  Listening comprehension tests with the aid of 

visual cues investigated in this study would serve as a vehicle to promote students’ 

achievement motivation and lead to the full cognition of effective listening skills.  

Just as Snyder (1988) proposed, students will learn more when visuals are utilized as 

compared to conventional instructional techniques.  Moreover, the study of picture 
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format may provide an alternative listening comprehension test format for English 

teachers.  This study thus promotes better understanding and more effective use of 

listening comprehension tests.  Eventually, the probe into the listening problems of 

different proficiency levels would inform English teachers about the exact teaching 

instruction students urgently need.  Evidently, this study can serve as a practical 

guide for teachers and students to pay attention to the aspects of listening 

comprehension skills and the factors determining listening test performance.  After 

understanding the variances, educators would not only adjust their teaching methods 

to pinpoint learners’ listening problems but also gain more constructive insight into 

the instruction of listening comprehension.  

 

1.4  Research Questions of the Study 

The present study is intended to explore the listening difficulties  

students come across and the effects of visual aids on listening comprehension 

to offer junior high school English teachers in Taiwan some pedagogical  

suggestions with the profitable washback of picture format listening 

comprehension test. 

Based on the objectives of the study, five research questions are addressed as 

follows. 

1. What are the students’ replies to the questions pertaining to their previous 

listening experience in Questionnaire One? 

2. What difficulties do the high proficiency group (HPG), the middle 

proficiency group (MPG) and the low proficiency group (LPG) 
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encounter in developing their listening comprehension? 

3. Are there any differences in the results between a picture during the listening 

comprehension test (DLCT) and a picture before the listening 

comprehension test (BLCT)? 

4. Which strategy is more effective, a picture during listening or a picture 

before listening, in developing the listening comprehension of the HPG, 

MPG, and LPG subjects?  

5. What are the subjects’ responses to the listening comprehension with 

picture format? 

In order to avoid unnecessary disputes, the researcher defined the keywords used 

in this study as follows: 

1. Listening comprehension 

Listening comprehension refers to the complex, active process in which  

the listener must distinguish between sounds, understand vocabulary  

and grammatical structures, interpret stress and intonation, retain 

what is gathered in all of the above and interpret it by catching the 

contextual hints from schema-based knowledge. 

2.  Visual cues 

Visual cues in this study refer to the pictures related to the spoken passage 

given by the researcher to provide hints or extra information. 

3.   Picture format 

In the present study, picture format is the listening comprehension test with 

pictures involved.  It serves as the contextual aid in predicting themes and 
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organizing messages. 

4.   Pictures at different time periods 

The term refers to the pictures shown, either before listening or during  

listening, to provide the contextual cues related to the spoken passage in 

the listening process. 

5.    The high proficiency group (HPG), the intermediate proficiency group 

(MPG) and the low proficiency group (LPG) 

In this study, HPG is the subjects whose listening comprehension scores 

are on the top 30% of the listening proficiency test.  LPG is those on the  

bottom 30% of the listening proficiency test and MPG refers to those in 

between. 

 

 

 

 

 


