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Learning is finding out what you already know;  

Doing is demonstrating that you know it;  

Teaching is reminding others that they know just as well as 
you;  

You are all Learners, Doers, Teachers …. 
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ABSTRACT 

 Recent studies suggest that prelistening activities play an important role in the development of 

listening comprehension (e.g. Long 1990;Chiang and Dunkel 1992; Schmidt-Rinehart 1994; 

Jensen and Hansen 1995; Robinson et al., 1995; Buck, 1995; Foster and Skehan,1996; Teng 

1996; Robinson, 2001; Chang and Read 2006). In line with previous studies and to shed light on 

a new aspect of schemata-building, this study tried to investigate the effect of vocabulary 

preparation on EFL learners listening comprehension development and their confidence level. 

The sample consisted of a total of 36 freshman English language and literature majors at Semnan 

University divided into experimental and control groups. Both groups took listening 

comprehension pretest and posttest. The participants in the experimental group were given the 

vocabulary list at each session as a prelistening activity, and after the treatment, they filled in a 

questionnaire concerning their confidence. Subjects’ scores in experimental group were 

compared to those in control group.  

The results of the t-test (observed-t) revealed that the experimental group outperformed 

the control group. The students’ overall responses also indicated a positive view towards 

vocabulary preparation. It is concluded that the preparation of vocabulary like many other 

prelistening activities contributes to the development of listening comprehension ability. It also 

influences the learners’ confidence for further cognitive and affective involvement.    

Key words: EFL learners, listening comprehension, vocabulary preparation, confidence 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 

 

“what I called the „auditory imagination‟ is the feeling for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far 

below the conscious level of thought and feeling; invigorating every word; sinking to the most 

primitive and forgotten; returning to the origin and bringing something back; seeking the beginning 

and the end. It works through meaning and fuses the old and obliterated and the trite, the current 

and the most civilized mentality.”                           T.S.Eliot 
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1.1. Overview 

The traditional division of language into four skills of listening, speaking, reading and 

writing, though may not be psychologically real, has been considered as a convention in the 

history of language teaching. Such a division endows a considerable importance to each skill as 

an ability to be taught in its own right, separated from others. It also follows that ignoring one 

skill would lead to the impairment of language ability in that particular area. Recent attempts to 

focus on listening comprehension, to investigate the factors which influence this skill, and to 

encompass listening tasks to communicative textbooks(Ur, 1984; Anderson & Lynch,1988 ; 

Underwood, 1989; Rost, 1990; Schmidt-Rinehart, 1994; Rubin, 1994) are the consequences that 

listening comprehension has not received enough attention in second/foreign language teaching 

programs to date. 

In recent years, much attempt has been made for elucidating the psychological reality of 

listening comprehension skill both at the theoretical and pedagogical levels. Questions have been 

raised on the validity of viewing listening as a separate skill. Providing the psychological validity 

of the four skills, listening has been viewed as a channel which provides authentic language for 

the learners and breeds the helpful input for facilitating the learning process.  

Generally speaking, listening has been viewed as a skill which requires an interactive 

interpretive processing task on the part of listener. This processing task is realized via 

comprehension of the taught materials or any piece of discourse. Clark and Clark (1977) and 

Foss and Hakes (1978) suggest that propositions which are the basic units of meaning are 

involved in comprehension, and the listeners‘ ultimate goal is to determine the propositions 

which an utterance or speech event expresses. However, Leech (1977) present an alternative 
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view for the preceding view of listening, i.e. the semantic view. By this view--the pragmatic 

view-- he takes the role of speaker and addressee into consideration. This notion is followed by 

the idea of Schmidt and Richards (1980) that pragmatic meaning is understood by the application 

of the theories of conversational analysis, discourse analysis, and speech act theory. Moreover, 

Schank and Abelson (1977) describe the role of prior knowledge in listening. This idea in turn, 

displays the significance of scripts or schemata in listening comprehension.  

These views can support the distinction made by Richards (1983) between conversational 

and academic listening. The validity of this distinction lies in the semantic and pragmatic views 

of listening and factors which somehow affect the comprehension process via listening.  

 For many years, listening skills did not receive priority in language teaching. Teaching 

methods emphasized productive skills, and the relationship between receptive and productive 

skills was poorly understood. Until recently, the nature of listening in a second language was 

ignored by applied linguists, and it was often assumed that listening skills could be acquired 

through exposure but not really taught. This position has been replaced by active interest in the 

role of listening comprehension in second language acquisition, by the development of powerful 

theories of the nature of language comprehension, and by the inclusion of carefully developed 

listening courses in many ESL programs. Some applied linguists go so far to argue that listening 

comprehension is at the core of second language acquisition and therefore demands a much 

greater prominence in language teaching (Richards and Renandya, 2002). 

Listening comprehension as a separate and important component of language learning 

only came into focus after significant debate about its validity. Recent research has demonstrated 

the critical role of language input in language learning (e.g. Dunkel 1991, Feyten 1991), 
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providing support for the primacy of listening comprehension in instructional methods. This has 

led Dunkel to assert that the study of listening comprehension has become the 'polestar' of 

second language acquisition theory building, research, and pedagogy (cited in Vandergrift, 

1999).  

 Listening is assuming greater and greater importance in foreign language classrooms. 

There are several reasons for this growth in popularity. By emphasizing the role of 

comprehensible input, second language acquisition research has given a major boost to listening. 

Many scholars have emphasized on the importance of listening skill. As Rost (1994) points out, 

listening is vital in the language classroom because it provides input for the learner. Without 

understanding input at the right level, any learning cannot simply begin. Listening is thus 

fundamental to speaking. 

Listening is the most common communicative activity in daily life: "we can expect to 

listen twice as much as we speak, four times more than we read, and five times more than we 

write." (Morley, 1991, p. 82) 

Chastain states that listening is one of the only two sources of new linguistic data and 

general information. It is the more important of the two skills involved in all types of oral 

exchange. It is a necessary skill for classroom oral communication activities. It is an 

indispensible skill for oral communication out of class. It is the skill that tends most to impede 

oral communication between native and nonnative speakers. It is the skill most needed out of 

class by language students attempting to improve their knowledge and use of the second 

language.  

Nunan (1998) believes that: 



5 

 

… listening is the basic skill in language learning. Without listening skill, learners will never 

learn to communicate effectively. In fact over 50% of the time that students spend functioning in 

a foreign language will be devoted to listening…. (p. 1) 

1.2. Role of prior knowledge in listening comprehension 

The teaching of listening has attracted a greater level of interest in recent years than it did 

in the past. University entrance exams, school leaving and other examinations now often include 

a listening component, acknowledging that listening skills are a core component of second 

language proficiency, and also reflecting the assumption that if listening isn‘t tested, teachers 

won‘t teach it. Earlier views of listening saw it as the mastery of discrete skills or microskills, 

such as recognizing reduced forms of words, recognizing cohesive devices in texts, and 

identifying key words in a text, and that these skills should form the focus of teaching. Later 

views of listening drew on the field of cognitive psychology, which introduced the notions of 

bottom-up and top-down processing and to the role of prior knowledge and schema in 

comprehension. Listening came to be seen as an interpretive process. At the same time the field 

of discourse analysis and conversational analysis revealed a great deal about the nature and 

organization of spoken discourse and led to a realization that written texts read aloud could not 

provide a suitable basis for developing the abilities needed to process real-time authentic 

discourse. Current views of listening hence emphasize the role of the listener, who is seen an 

active participant in listening, employing strategies to facilitate, monitor, and evaluate his or her 

listening. 
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The idea of prior knowledge is one part of the cognitive model of language processing. 

That model says that when people listen or read, we process the information we hear both top-

down and bottom-up. Top-down means using our prior knowledge and experiences; we know 

certain things about certain topics and situations and use that information to understand. Bottom-

up processing means using the information we have about sounds, word meanings, and discourse 

markers like first, then and after that to assemble our understanding of what we read or hear one 

step at a time. 

1.2.1. Schema theory 

Background knowledge is often essential to an understanding of a text. Our knowledge of 

the world is said to be stored in the form of schemata. A schema is a set of interrelated features 

which we associate with an entity or concept (Field, 2006:39). Schema theory deals with the 

listening process, during which listeners are expected to combine their previous experiences with 

the text they are hearing. Since each learner has different background knowledge, it is culture 

specific. It is claimed that any text either spoken or written does not itself carry meaning until a 

text provides directions for learners as to how they should understand meaning from their own 

previously acquired knowledge. A listener‘s comprehension depends on his ability to relate the 

information that he gets from the text with his pre-existing knowledge. As Field (2006) states, 

when considering how listeners and readers process language information, it is useful to think in 

terms of three types of schema: 

a. ‗World knowledge‘: including encyclopedic knowledge and previous knowledge 

of the speaker or writer. This helps us to construct a content schema for a text. 
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b. Knowledge built up from the text so far: a current meaning representation. 

c. Previous experience of this type of text (a text schema). This can be extended to 

include: previous experience of the type of task that the listener/reader has to 

perform (p.40). 

   Listeners integrate the new information from the text into their pre-existing schemata 

(background knowledge and global understanding). Schemata influence not only how they 

recognize information, but also how they store it. Listening process includes bottom-up and top-

down processes. 

1.2.2. Bottom-up and top-down processing  

The terms ‗bottom up‘ and ‗top down‘ occur frequently in the literature on second 

language listening and reading. They are nothing but metaphors to show the complex nature of 

human information processing. They are often used to mark a distinction between information 

derived from perceptual sources and information derived from contextual ones. Strictly speaking, 

however, the terms refer not to particular levels of processing but to directions of processing. In a 

‗bottom-up‘ process, small (‗lower level‘) units are progressively reshaped into larger ones; in a 

top-down process, larger units exercise an influence over the way in which smaller ones are 

perceived. Consider, for example, the vocabulary effects which potentially occur in both first and 

second language listening, where the listener‘s interpretation of a string of phonemes is 

constrained by the knowledge that a particular word exists. They qualify as a top down process, 

since information from one level (the word) shapes the interpretation of information at a lower 

level (the phoneme) .The term ‗contextual‘ as used in relation to ‗top-down‘ processing is also 


