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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Optimistically speaking, EFL teachers in junior high schools in Taiwan realize 

the importance of having as one of their aims the inclusion of some type of listening 

teaching as part of their foreign language curriculum. However, learner needs should 

always be the prerequisite concern before any syllabus is designed. This chapter will 

synthesize some of the literature pertaining to learner needs, needs assessment, 

English listening needs, and English listening needs assessment by students in a junior 

high school in Taipei. 

Learner Needs 

Everyone has different needs when it comes to learning. With different life 

experiences, learners build their learning upon unique knowledge bases. They have 

different ways of contextualizing what they learn, different ways of encoding new 

information into their memories, and different learning styles. They each need to learn 

different things, even if they are expected to achieve the same outcomes. So to make 

learning most effective, with better retention and recall, it must be tailored specifically 

to their individual learning needs. 

Some students seem naturally enthusiastic about learning, but many need their 

teachers to inspire and stimulate them: “Effective learning in the classroom depends 

on the teacher’s ability . . . to maintain the interest that brought students to the course 

in the first place” (Ericksen, 1978, p. 3). Unfortunately, there is no single formula for 

meeting each student’s needs. On the other hand, for those ‘active learners,’ quite a 
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few factors influence their motivation to learn (Bligh, 1971): interest in the subject 

matter, perception of its usefulness, desire to achieve, self-confidence and self-esteem. 

Learner needs examined further, the needs students may bring to the classroom are the 

need to learn something in order to accomplish a particular task or activity, the need 

to better skills, the need to overcome difficulties or challenges, the need to search for 

new experiences, the need to become proficient in a certain area, the need to succeed 

and do well, the need to feel involved, and the need to interact with other people (Sass, 

1989).  

Other than the aforementioned differences in learner needs, students’ learning, 

especially the learning of a foreign language, may vary from cities to cities, and may 

also be different owing to students’ social status, years of language learning, 

motivation, memory, and language proficiency (Bacon, 1992). Moreover, different 

genders may favor different types of learning tasks (Sy, 1996). For such reasons, 

teachers should be more analytical so as to acquire a deep understanding of their 

students’ cognitive and motivational factors about learning. With teachers’ suitable 

assistance and guidance in accordance with students’ motivations and learning needs, 

the instruction can be made much more successful, and students can sustain learning 

more effectively, developing their potential to the full.  

Generally speaking, whether or not students receive or acquire what they need 

from the teacher or the course is a question many researchers keep asking themselves. 

No matter how well the instructor designs his or her course, it will not be effective 

enough if the focus is merely on delivering curricula or managing classroom behavior 

rather than meeting students’ learning needs. Take for instance the data file retrieved 

from the Education and Manpower Bureau (EMB) in Hong Kong. Their curriculum 

reforms are based on answers to the following questions:  
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1. What is worth learning? 

2. How can students learn more effectively? 

3. What kind of curriculum can suit the needs of students and different school 

contexts? 

4. What are the recommendations for curriculum reform? 

With the appropriate answers to the four questions in mind, experts in EMB believe 

that a comprehensive curriculum reform should be proposed with the commitment to 

the following core values:  

1. A learner-focused curriculum  

2. A belief in all students’ ability to learn and their having multiple-intelligence 

and different potentials, resulting in a firm commitment to provide equal 

opportunities for students to learn  

3. Diversity and flexibility in curriculum development to suit the needs of 

students and different school contexts  

4. Partnership in curriculum development with all sectors of society through a 

participative, interactive and collaborative approach 

The answers either to the four educational questions or to the core values of their 

curriculum reform manifest the necessity of placing high premium on learner needs 

and prove again that it is fundamental to gain sufficient insight into the relative 

importance of learner needs.  

In summary, when each student is respected, and teaching approaches, teachers’ 

instruction, and curriculum content match learners’ perceived and actual needs well, 

learner motivation and success will be enhanced.  

Needs Assessments 

As Burnaby (1989) noted, “the curriculum content and learning experiences 
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should be negotiated between learners, the teacher and the coordinator at the 

beginning of the project” (p. 20), assessment is an integral component of the 

teaching-learning cycle, the main purpose of which is to guide and improve learning 

and instruction. More precisely defined, assessment stands out in that it can be used to 

determine appropriate course content, assures that learner and course goals are being 

met, and allows for necessary curriculum changes. And in view of needs assessment, 

it refers to the systematic process to acquire an accurate, thorough picture of the 

strengths and weaknesses of a course that can be used in response to the academic 

needs of all students for improving student achievement and meeting academic 

standards (Wrigley & Guth, 1992). It also refers to the process that collects and 

examines information about material selection, curriculum design, and teaching 

approaches and then utilizes that data to determine priority goals and to develop a 

plan. Briefly speaking, it is a “gap analysis” of the existing level of learner 

performance compared with the desired level of learner performance (Kaufman, 

1979), or, even more simply put, it is actually a systematic exploration of the way 

things are and the way they should be. 

Many substantial reasons explain the importance of needs assessment, such as 

helping teachers with the development of materials, curricula, and teaching 

approaches that are responsive to learner needs, providing information to the 

instructor and learner about what the learner brings to the course and what the learner 

wants and needs to know next, and assuring a flexible, responsive curriculum rather 

than a fixed, linear curriculum determined ahead of time by instructors (Eble, 1988; 

Lowman, 1984; McKeachie, 1986). 

Providing that needs assessment is an integral part of curriculum planning, 

during the needs assessment process, curriculum designers or researchers generally 
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take a basic question into consideration: “What concerns need to be addressed?” 

(Kaufman, 1979). The responses to this question as well as to other related questions 

demonstrate the rudiments of how needs assessment should be done. The results also 

offer guidance—the priorities of the course and the goals of the curriculum—to 

curriculum development. 

For learners of English, needs assessment can serve as a tool that examines, from 

the perspective of the English learners, what they want and need to know to function 

well in the English speaking environment and what they expect to gain from the 

instructional program or the course. Such needs assessment also allows learners to 

articulate and display what abilities they already possess and what skills or knowledge 

they want to acquire. In the following sections, the writer will first discuss English 

listening as well as learners’ English listening needs, then deal with such issue as the 

assessment of English listening needs, and finally narrow down the scope of needs 

assessment to junior high school EFL learners, which, in the long run, match the 

ultimate goal of analyzing or assessing English listening needs in junior high school 

in Taipei.  

English Listening Needs 

Listening, as mentioned in the first chapter, is a foundation for all aspects of 

language, an important component in the process of language acquisition, and a 

crucial ability in the development of foreign language competence. For EFL learners, 

developing the skill of listening comprehension is extremely important, since students 

with good listening comprehension skills are better able to participate effectively in 

class (Brown, 2001). With more listening training opportunities offered, students are 

more capable of developing effective interactive behaviors and of encountering and 

accessing others’ ideas and information.  
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In view of the well-acknowledged, beneficial functions of listening 

comprehension ability, researchers have proposed a large sum of ideas, suggestions, 

or methods about how to teach or train English listening in class appropriately. Berne 

(1998) reviewed a large body of literature related to English listening and pointed out 

some facts about English listening comprehension: 

   “1.  Familiarity with passage content facilitates English listening comprehension. 

2. Lower-proficiency English listeners attend to phonological cues, while 

higher-proficiency English listeners attend to semantic cues. 

3. The effectiveness of different types of speech modifications or visual aids 

varies depending on the degree of English listening proficiency. 

4. Repetition of passages should be encouraged as it appears to facilitate 

English listening comprehension more than other types of modifications. 

5. The use of pre-listening activities, particularly those that provide short 

synopses of the listening passage or allow listeners to preview the 

comprehension questions, facilitate English listening comprehension. 

6. The use of videotape, as opposed to audiotape, as a means of presenting 

listening passages facilitates English listening comprehension, especially 

with regard to attitudinal and attentional factors. 

7. The use of authentic, as opposed to pedagogical, listening passages leads to 

greater improvement in English listening comprehension performance. 

8. Training in the use of listening strategies facilitates English listening 

comprehension and EFL learners can and should be taught how to use 

listening strategies. 

9. Gender is also one of the remarkable variables that cause the differences in 

the learning of English listening. 
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10. In listening comprehension tests, females scored higher than males with 

humanities-oriented passages, but lower than males with science-oriented 

passages.”                                      

(pp. 169-170) 

Owing to the complex nature of listening comprehension, English listening education 

should encompass a wide range of situations as well as different types of listening, 

different modes of presentation, and different types of activities or tasks targeting at 

different English listening proficiency levels as well as different genders. Just as the 

literature and research suggested over time, students with either different competences 

or different genders may not fully and equally benefit from our educational system 

and its instructional delivery. Since they have different English listening and 

developmental needs, EFL teachers should pay attention to when to choose teaching 

materials so as to create a truly beneficial learning environment. 

An ideal listening class being the goal, Ur (1984) claimed that the teacher should 

model effective listening behaviors for students, and the students as well as the 

teacher should assess listening practices and behaviors using checklists and/or 

anecdotal notes. Such claim first highlights the necessity of listening instruction and 

then pinpoints the importance of listening needs assessment.  

With Ur’s first suggestion in mind, it is vital for the educators to demonstrate 

effective listening practices and behaviors for a variety of situations and purposes that 

aid students to develop their social skills. In Taiwan, many students have little 

confidence in listening to spoken English (Yan, 1988). The result of Yan’s 

investigation shows that Taiwanese college students are in need of certain listening 

skill and linguistic knowledge so as to enhance their listening comprehension ability.  

Parallel to Yan’s finding, Ferris and Tagg (1996) also discovered the fact that even 
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though the EFL students in college had lived and gone to school in the U.S. for many 

years they still felt uncomfortable with small-group discussions and group projects, 

had difficulties with general listening comprehension, and required the instructors to 

provide sufficient listening lectures so as to cope with real situations that demand 

English listening comprehension ability. In sum, Yan, Ferris, and Tagg all echoed the 

necessity of the instruction of listening comprehension skills, at least in the context of 

college EFL classrooms. 

Before any step is taken into further discussion about the instruction of English 

listening in EFL classrooms, listening comprehension skills should actually be spelt 

out first. Richards (1983) listed out what English listening comprehension skills or 

abilities are exactly in the spotlight of much related research and what could therefore 

be utilized in listening needs assessment. In his study, Richards proposed taxonomy of 

micro-skills to establish objectives for teaching these skills. More specifically put, he 

made an operationalization of the component micro-skills which constitute the 

competence as listeners, enabling objectives in turn to be defined for the teaching of 

listening comprehension. Such taxonomy of micro-skills was involved in different 

types of listening and developed from a variety of sources, including needs analysis, 

discourse analysis, and related research. After the listening processes and features of 

spoken discourse were analyzed, the outcome was generally divided into two 

categories—‘conversational listening’ and ‘academic listening,’ each of which 

consists of thirty-three and eighteen sub-skills respectively as shown in Table 1 

below: 
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Table 1. Richards’ Taxonomy of Listening Comprehension Skills  

Listening Skill Type                          Abilities  

Conversational 

 

Able to retain chunks of language of different lengths for 

short periods 

Able to discriminate among the distinctive sounds of the 

target language 

Able to recognize the stress patterns of words 

Able to recognize the rhythmic structure of English 

Able to recognize the functions of stress and intonation to 

signal the information structure of utterances 

Able to identify words in stressed and unstressed positions

Able to recognize reduced forms of words 

Able to distinguish word boundaries 

Able to recognize typical word order pattern in the target 

language 

Able to recognize vocabulary used in core conversational 

topics 

Able to detect key words (i.e., those which identify topics 

and propositions) 

Able to guess the meanings of words from the contexts in 

which they occur 

Able to recognize grammatical word classes (parts of 

speech) 

Able to recognize major syntactic patterns and devices 

Able to recognize cohesive devices in spoken discourse 

Able to recognize elliptical forms of grammatical units 

and sentences 

Able to detect sentence constituents 

Able to distinguish between major and minor constituents 

Able to detect meanings expressed in differing 

grammatical forms/sentence types (i.e., that a particular 

meaning may be expressed in different ways) 
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Able to recognize the communicative functions of 

utterances, according to situations, participants, goals 

Able to reconstruct or infer situations, goals, participants, 

procedures 

Able to use real world knowledge and experience to work 

out purposes, goals, settings, procedures 

Able to predict outcomes from events described 

Able to infer links and connections between events 

Able to deduce causes and effects from events 

Able to distinguish between literal and implied meanings 

Able to identify and reconstruct topics and coherent 

structure from ongoing discourse involving two or more 

speakers 

Able to recognize markers of coherence in discourse, and 

to detect such relations as main idea, supporting idea, 

given information, new information, generalization, 

exemplification 

Able to process speech at different rates 

Able to process speech containing pauses, errors, 

corrections 

Able to make use of facial, paralinguistic, and other clues 

to work out meanings 

Able to adjust listening strategies to different kinds of 

listener purposes or goals 

Able to signal comprehension or lack of comprehension, 

verbally and non-verbally 

Able to identify purpose and scope of lecture 

Able to identify topic of lecture and follow topic 

development 

Academic 

 

Able to identify relationships among units within discourse 

(e.g., major ideas, generalizations, hypotheses, supporting 

ideas, examples) 
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Able to identify role of discourse markers in signaling 

structure of a lecture 

Able to infer relationships (e.g., cause, effect, conclusion) 

Able to recognize key lexical items related to subject/ topic 

Able to deduce meanings of words from context 

Able to recognize markers of cohesion 

Able to recognize function of intonation to signal information 

structure (e.g., pitch, volume, pace, key) 

Able to detect attitude of speaker toward subject matter 

Able to follow different modes of lecturing: spoken, audio, 

audio-visual 

Able to follow lecture despite differences in accent and speed

Familiar with different styles of lecturing: formal, 

conversational, read, unplanned 

Familiar with different registers: written versus colloquial 

Able to recognize irrelevant matter: jokes, digressions, 

meanderings 

Able to recognize function of non-verbal cues as markers of 

emphasis and attitude 

Sure about classroom conventions (e.g., turn taking, 

clarification requests) 

Able to recognize instructional/ learner tasks (e.g., warnings, 

suggestions, recommendations, advice instructions) 

(Richards, 1983, pp. 219-240) 

Listening purposes vary according to whether learners are involved in listening as a 

component of social interaction, e.g., conversational listening, listening for 

information, academic listening, e.g., lectures, or for some other reasons. In other 

words, the analysis of listening processes and features of spoken discourse suggests 

that micro-skills such as the former 33 items are required for conversational listening, 

while the latter 18 are relevant to academic listening. 
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English Listening Needs Assessment 

 The English listening comprehension skills that should be taught or trained 

being clear, the instruction of them being a received opinion, what deserves 

substantial consideration, then, is the analyses of learners’ English listening needs. 

Provided that Ur’s second suggestion about an ideal English listening class should be 

taken into account, it is fundamental to realize students’ listening needs, and such 

needs require carefully-designed assessment. This seemed to win Powers’ (1986) 

congruent support; nevertheless, Powers chose to consult university faculty about 

their perceptions of students’ listening needs. Besides, the investigation focused only 

on the ‘academic’ demands pertaining to various listening skills, so, unsurprisingly, 

the results showed that the listening skills related to lecture content were perceived 

more important. Eble (1988), probing a great deal into language instruction field, 

directly recommended EFL teachers use authentic text to help students further 

develop their communicative skills. To his belief, by using such authentic listening 

materials, the learner is given the chance to develop the skills needed to comprehend 

and to use language that is commonly found in real situations. While it may be 

justifiable to assume that teachers’ perceptions approximate to students’ needs and to 

regard the instruction of authentic materials as an available solution to meeting 

students’ requirements, it is still a question whether students’ listening needs are truly 

satisfied. 

Seeing that a carefully-designed analysis concerning the needs of the students 

have been left untouched, Teng (2000) carried out a research on the English listening 

needs of college students in Taiwan, hoping to contribute to our understanding of 

college EFL students. Contrary to Powers’ discovery, Teng’s survey indicated that 

college students actually had more needs for conversational listening than for 
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academic one, and effective college EFL learners had significantly more 

conversational listening needs than ineffective college EFL learners did. Through 

Powers’ investigation and Teng’s needs assessment, a conclusion could be reached: 

college students put more emphasis on the training of conversational listening skills, 

while university faculty pay more attention to academic ones. No matter which type 

of listening abilities is considered more important, essential to both investigations as 

well as the abovementioned research is the listening needs of college EFL learners. In 

other words, although listening comprehension has generally been acknowledged as 

an important facet of language learning, and increasing attention was incorporated 

into English listening instruction frameworks, “much work remains to be done” 

(Morley, 2001, p. 69). Since substantial interests in college EFL learners have already 

been clearly demonstrated, while the needs of junior or senior high school EFL 

learners remain poorly understood, students’ English listening needs require further 

exploration. By doing so, students’ requirements of English listening comprehension 

ability could be better understood, and students’ EFL learning could be thus 

consolidated.  

English Listening Needs Assessment by Junior High School Students  

Listening comprehension has long been deemed as a passive skill in secondary 

education, and researchers regarded it as an ability that would develop without 

teachers’ assistance (Osada, 2004). In junior high school EFL classrooms in Taipei, 

while the other language skills, i.e., reading, writing, and speaking, receive extensive 

instructional attention, most teachers still tend to expect their students to develop 

listening comprehension ability themselves. Just as what Chien (1999) reported  

“Most people take it for granted and believe that it will develop naturally 

within the process of language learning…teachers usually spend less time 
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teaching listening than reading, writing, or speaking. This is especially true 

of English teachers in Taiwan. For decades, they have focused on teaching 

students reading and writing because these two skills are to be tested on the 

Senior High School or College Entrance Exams.” (p. 2) 

the fact that listening has been neglected or poorly taught in junior high school may 

have stemmed partly from the belief that it is a passive skill and partly from the 

backwash of the entrance exam, or the Basic Competence Test for Junior High 

Students (國民中學基本學力測驗) on which the secondary education in Taiwan puts 

an enormous strain. Since students’ scores of such a test are used as the primary 

reference for admission to senior high schools; therefore, it would be unwise to 

allocate part of the already-not-enough instruction time to teach listening or enhance 

students’ English listening which is actually an ‘absent’ skill on the test sheets of the 

entrance exam and which seems to be far less urgent as compared with reading and 

writing.  

 Certainly, there are educators who allocate some time for listening instruction. 

Unfortunately, the traditional or typical way of their teaching “has trapped students in 

a frenzied ‘Hear it, repeat it!’, ‘Hear it, answer it!’, or ‘Hear it, translate it!’ 

nightmare” (Meyer, 1984, p. 343). For those who did not follow the ‘traditional’ or 

‘typical’ mode, it seems substantially satisfying to simply ‘test’ listening skills or 

‘supervise’ their students to finish certain workbook filled with multiple-choices or 

yes-no questions (Lin, 2000): 

“Due to the lack of the understanding of the nature and process of listening, 

teaching listening comprehension for most English teachers is nothing more 

than pushing the ‘play’ button of the tape recorder and then giving their 

students a listening comprehension test” (p. 3) 
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In brief, students’ listening needs are ignored.  

In terms of available solutions, relatively little is documented about what 

students at the age between 13 and 15 exactly need in terms of English listening skills. 

Much of the research reviewed did not actually increase understanding of the junior 

high school students’ English listening needs and how these have to do with students’ 

English listening proficiency levels or students’ genders, although there are indeed 

many listening teaching strategies, difficulties, approaches or suggestions targeting at 

different age groups. If teachers feel like catering to students’ real interests simply 

‘little by little’, they may achieve their goal, without having any clue about students’ 

real listening requirements, by providing students with a great deal of different 

opportunities for effective listening, such as using diversified resources to tap the 

different potential of students rather than focusing only on textbooks. The findings are 

surely pleasing, since doing so does help teachers discover what students need, how 

they learn, and in what ways quality learning of listening can be enhanced. However, 

if students’ listening needs are to be addressed or realized more quickly, precisely, 

systematically, and efficiently, listening needs assessment dealing with a taxonomy of 

listening skills stands out as a great help and a wise choice. 

Research Questions 

Based on the literature reviewed above, three research questions derive. Based 

on the taxonomy of listening comprehension skills brought forth by Richards (1983), 

the following are the research questions:  

1. Are there differences in the importance between the needs for conversational 

listening abilities and those foe academic ones, and what are exactly the required 

conversational and academic abilities? 

2. Are there differences in the requirement for listening abilities among different 



 

 

23

 

English listening proficiency levels, and what are the respective English listening 

needs for each level of students? 

3. Are there differences in English listening needs between students of different 

genders, and what listening abilities are considered necessary for the two genders, 

male and female, respectively? 

 


