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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Motivation 

Listening is crucial in language learning and communication. Research has 

demonstrated that adults spend 40 to 50 percent of communication time on listening 

(Gilman & Moody, 1984). Moreover, the time children spend on listening in 

education settings may go up to 50%, according to Wolvin and Coakley (1988). Even 

in more developmentally appropriate classrooms, children spend about 25 percent of 

their time listening to teachers and peers (Hiebert, 1990). Though listening plays an 

important role in English learning, it is often neglected as a “stepchild”(Oxford, 

1993). 

In Taiwan, a similar situation has been found. Since listening has not 

incorporated into the Basic Competency Test (BCT) and the college entrance exam, 

most teachers would not pay much attention to the teaching of listening (Yen, 1987). 

Reading and writing are usually the subjects that are strongly emphasized (Cheng, 

2000). However, being aware of the importance of English in globalization, the 

Minister of Education has decided to advance English learning to primary education 

(MOE, 2000). In the Curriculum, it is stated that listening and speaking are the two 

most important skills that teachers should emphasize in class. As Scarcella and 

Oxford (1992) state, listening is a basic language skill that develops faster than 

speaking. It is obvious that more attention ought to be paid to listening, especially at 

the elementary level.  

Yet, listening comprehension is a very complex process (Oxford, 1993; Buck, 

2001). It is more than perception of sounds (Oxford, 1993). Listeners also interpret 

the acoustic signal by using a wide range of information and knowledge that pre-exist 

in their brains, including linguistics and real world knowledge (Buck, 2001). After 
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processing the data they receive, listeners understand the intended message and then 

give the appropriate reactions: either verbal words or body language. Therefore, the 

task that foreign language learners face is very difficult. 

Nevertheless, most in-depth research conducted in an EFL environment like 

Taiwan on listening usually focus on intermediaters such as senior highs (Yang, 2002; 

Tsai, 2002) or college students (Teng, 1994; Yen, 1987). There are fewer studies on 

young beginners, thus there is a need to examine the effects of different factors related 

to elementary school students’ listening comprehension. 

 

1.2 Theoretical Background 

With more and more attention that have been given to the importance of listening 

skills, many researchers have begun to study different elements related to listening 

comprehension, such as text characteristics (variation in a listening passage/text or 

associated visual support) and listener characteristics (variation in the listener’s 

personal characteristics) that Rubin (1994)
1
 reviewed. Among all the factors related 

to listening comprehension, text characteristics and listener’s characteristics especially 

interest the researcher.  

According to Rubin (1994), in the discussion of text characteristics, several 

variables can be put into considerations, such as visual cues and text types. Since in 

the listening process, English learners encounter great difficulties in understanding the 

incoming information, they often use the information available, such as visual cues, to 

facilitate the comprehension and inference of the meaning (Chao, 1999). Pictures can 

contribute to students’ interest and motivation (Cheng, 2000). They can also provide a 

                                                
1 In Rubin’s (1994) review, there are five major factors affecting listening comprehension. The other 

three elements include interlocutor characteristics (variation in the speaker’s personal characteristics), 

task characteristics (variation in the purpose for listening and associated responses), and process 

characteristics (variation in the listener’s cognitive activities and in the nature of the interaction 

between speaker and listener). 
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sense of context of the language and a specific reference point or stimulus to language 

learners (Wright, 1989). Ruhe (1996) also stated that visual contextual cues, like 

pictures and video clips, help activate related background knowledge and therefore 

improve comprehension. Besides visual supports, another important factor influencing 

listeners’ comprehension is the text type. A common classification of the text type is 

based on the number of speakers (Luo, 2005), such as the classification of Luo (2005) 

and Wu et al. (1999). In the field of listening tests, the comparison most often 

discussed is the contrast between statements and dialogues. Some passages, such as 

statements, speeches, lectures, and news broadcasts, only involve one speaker. Among 

them, statements are relatively shorter (Luo, 2005). On the other hand, if a text 

consists of more than one speaker, this kind of text tends to contain more oral features, 

simpler sentence patterns, and more interactions. These kinds of texts include 

dialogues, conversations, interviews, discussion, movies, etc.  

Two listeners’ characteristics are investigated in the present study. Listeners’ 

comprehension may involve their familiarity with certain topics. Thus, topic 

familiarity is another factor that strongly influences listening comprehension, which 

originates from background knowledge, i.e., prior knowledge (Brown & Yule, 1983; 

Rost, 1990; Rubin, 1994). To make the incoming aural inputs meaningful and 

comprehensive, listeners must recall a corresponding schema since listeners, 

especially second language learners, often do not grasp all the information. Schema 

was first discussed in Kant (1787). It came into psychology most directly from 

Bartlett (1932), as “an active organization of past reactions, or of past experiences, 

which must always be supposed to be operating in any well-adapted organic 

response” (p. 201). Later, different researchers discussed about this concept with 
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different terms
2
. Following Bartlett, Rumelhart and Ortony (1977) further developed 

the concept of schemata. To them, schemata are “data structures for representing the 

generic concepts stored in memory” (p. 101). According to Long (1989), schema 

theory assumes that a written text or spoken discourse does not carry meaning itself. 

Meaning is an interaction between the comprehenders’ (readers and listeners) 

knowledge of the world and the text or the speech. In other words, prior knowledge of 

the text or topic should be a crucial element influencing listeners’ comprehension. At 

the same time, the number of years of learning is also a factor that most scholars of 

SLA and parents concern. It has been a great argument whether children should have 

longer exposure to master a second language (Huang, 1990). Undoubtedly, learning a 

second language is not an easy task and it takes time. However, from the present 

literature, there is no definite answer which is better: an early start (Brown, 2000; Lee, 

1988; Liu & Chen, 2004; Johnstone, 1994; Wei, 1997) or a late start (Burstall, 1975; 

Chang & Huang, 1990; Genesse, 1981; Tsao et al., 1992, 1994). 

All the factors mentioned above are important in the process of listening 

comprehension. Yet, few studies examined those variables altogether. Therefore, the 

present study aims to investigate the above four factors affecting listening and it is 

hoped that the present findings can enrich the research field. 

  

1.3 Research Questions 

Four research questions will be addressed in the present study: 

1) Do visual cues help beginners in their listening comprehension?  

2) Do students perform differently on listening tests with different text types?  

3) Are beginners’ listening comprehension constrained by the hierarchy of 

                                                
2
 Minsky (1975) introduced the concept of frames as representations of stereotyped experiences. 

Related frames are joined together to form frame systems. Schank and Abelson (1975) used another 

term “scripts” to refer the structure of knowledge. 
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topic familiarity? 

4) Do students with early exposure to English outperform those with a short 

period of learning in listening comprehension? 

 

1.4 Definition of the Terms Used in the Study 

In the following section, the researcher will define several terms that are easily 

mistaken by readers but will be used in the present study. 

1) Visual Cues 

Visual cues in the present study are defined as “pictorial cues” only (c.f. Cheng, 

2000; Teng, 1995). In the discussion of visual aids, there are other kinds of visual 

supports such as motion pictures (Brett, 1997), multiple pictures (Chung, 1994), and 

written text (Dixon, 1991). Since the subjects of the present study are young 

beginners (elementary school students), it is challenging to ask them to watch motion 

pictures or to look at multiple pictures and then grasp the main ideas. Thus, only 

pictorial aids are included. 

 

2) Text Types 

Text types, as defined by researchers like Teng (1998) and Luo (2005), refer to 

different kinds of listening inputs, such as the isolated vocabulary, single sentence, 

and short conversation in this study. What test takers have to do in the present study is 

to recognize the stimuli and then choose the identical one from the three options. As 

to the conversation section, our subjects need to understand the conversations and 

then choose an appropriate conclusion of the input. The reason for this design is 

because our subjects are beginners, who good enough to respond to the given 

statements or dialogues like other researchers did (e.g. Shohamy & Inbar, 1991; Wu et 

al., 1991). 
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3) Topic Familiarity 

Topic familiarity, as stated in Kujawa and Huske (1995), is the knowledge of topic, 

such as fables, photosynthesis and fractions. It is a kind of knowledge that pre-exists 

in the learners’ mind. Hu (2000) also called it as “topical background knowledge.” 

Students’ knowledge such as family members, fruits, or stationary is counted as their 

familiarity with those topics. In the present study, the above-mentioned topics 

assumed to be familiar since they have been taught in class. However, topic 

familiarity in the present study is different from prior knowledge, which is also called 

background knowledge (Rubin, 1994). Prior knowledge includes sub-knowledge like 

“conceptual knowledge or metacognitive knowledge” (Strangman & Hall, 2004, p. 2). 

Kujawa and Huske (1995) state that prior knowledge can be considered as a 

combination of the learner's preexisting attitudes
3
, experiences

4
, and knowledge

5
. 

Thus, topic familiarity is defined as an element of prior or background knowledge.  

 

1.5 Organization of this Thesis 

This thesis is organized as follows: Chapter Two reviews and discusses the 

previous literature on visual cues (Mueller, 1980; Teng, 1994), text types (Shohamy & 

Inbar, 1991; Teng, 1998), topic familiarity (Long, 1990; Yang, 2002) , and the number 

of years of learning (Chang & Huang, 1990; Wei, 1997) and some related studies 

(Chen & Luo, 2002; Ginther, 2002; Luo, 2005). It is hoped that a clearer picture about 

                                                
3
 Preexisting attitudes include learners’ beliefs in themselves as learners/readers, the awareness of their 

individual interests and strengths, as well as their motivation and the desire to read (Kujawa & Huske, 

1995). 
4
 According to Kujawa and Huske (1995), the preexisting experience embraces everyday activities that 

relate to reading, events in our lives that provide background understanding, and family and 

community experiences that we bring to school. 
5 Preexisting knowledge includes knowledge of the reading process, knowledge of content (literature, 

science, and math), knowledge of topics (fables, photosynthesis, fractions), knowledge of concepts 

(main idea, theory, numeration), knowledge of different types of style and form (fiction and nonfiction), 

knowledge of text structure (narrative or expository), and knowledge of the academic and personal 

goals (Kujawa & Huske, 1995). 
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several issues in listening comprehension can be found. Chapter Three introduces the 

research design (including the subject, the instrument, the scoring procedure, data 

analyze, and the pilot study) in detail. Chapter Four presents the research findings and 

further discussions. Finally, Chapter Five summarizes the major findings and provides 

the pedagogical implications, along with the limitations of the present study and the 

suggestions for future research. 
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