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Abstract

The present research study aspires to discover the extent to which the provision of content related information assists language
learners with their performance on post-lecture detailed listening comprehension questions. Twenty male and female adult
university students at the upper intermediate level were randomly assigned into a control and experimental group. The
participants in the experimental group performed pre-listening tasks through which they received general prior information about
the content of the lectures. They then listened and answered some multiple-choice comprehension questions that asked for the
specific information in the lectures. The statistical analysis of the data revealed that the experimental group did not perform
significantly better than the control group. The findings indicated some of the limitations of compensating models and cast doubt
on the assumption that contextual likelihood necessarily assists the processing of lower linguistic levels. Implications for
language classes are suggested.© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

The complicated process through which meaning is derived from the stream of speech sound has been a
challenging issue in language learning. There is an assumption that listening comprehension is the result of
interaction between two types of processes; top-down or higher level processes and bottom-up or lower level
processes. While in top down information is contextual and derived from background resources, in bottom up
processes meaning is perceptual and derived from incoming input (Anderson & Lynch, 1988, Filed, 2000). The two
types of processing also assumed to take an opposite direction for the constructing of meaning. In bottom up input is
perceived and processed at successive levels (e.g. sounds, words, clauses...etc) where small units are added up to
build bigger chunks whereas in top down higher order information affects the perception of smaller units (Field,
2004).

The two processes, however, do not function separately. Information is processed in both ways simultaneously
and the construction of meaning is usually the result of interaction between both higher and lower level processing.
What is more, the two processes function in a compensatory manner (Stanovich, 1980). The effective applications of
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top down processes usually decrease the degree of reliance on acoustic signals and vice versa. The listeners pre-
existing knowledge and their information of specific listening situations along with what they gleam of what is
already said help them reduce the range of possible meanings and make plausible expectations about the received
messages (Celce Murcia, 1995). What compensatory models also imply is that the deficiency in one type of
processing usually results in over-reliance on the other type. Listeners with less developed bottom up processes, in
this sense, are expected to rely more on the contextual information. On the other hand, speech produced in
contextually rich settings may reduce the need for in-depth processing of the lower level linguistic units.

Two important points should be made with regard to the role prior of prior information. The first point is that the
term prior information is used in a rather loose manner referring to a range of knowledge types including our world
knowledge, topic familiarity and previous experience in an area (content schemata), our expectation of the rhetoric
of a text (formal schemata) (Carell & Eisterhold, 1983), and the information received through earlier input, usually
termed as co-textual information (Brown & Yule, 1983).

Another important point concerns the ways that prior knowledge exerts its facilitating role in listening
comprehension. One view is that contextual information reduces listeners’ dependence on the acoustic signal as
most of the information needed for the comprehension of speech is already available in a non-linguistics form. Our
prior information of the type of interaction that usually happens between a doctors and a nurse in the operation
room, for example, allows us to interpret a certain discourse happening in that context as a request for a medical
device even though we may not be able to perceive all or any of the language used. A second and somewhat
different way through which prior information may help listeners with the comprehension of speech is through the
actual processing of data where higher level units influence the processing of lower level units (Field 2004 p. 364).
Here, the prior information does not reduce the needs of listeners for the processing of the acoustic input but it
actually helps learners do the processing. For example, in a sentence like “Alex is in trouble and need your hel....”
listeners might still be able to recognize the last phoneme as /p/ despite the lack of clarity at the end of the sentence.
Here, the prior information manifested through co-textual information (i.e. what is said earlier; that there is Alex and
he is in trouble) and listeners’ world knowledge (that people who are in trouble need help) exerts its effects on the
actual perception of sounds and allows listeners to assign the right value and recognize the last word as ‘help’ not
‘hell, helmet or health...etc.

2. Prior studies

Studies that looked at the effect of prior information on listening comprehension yielded somewhat different
results. Makham and Latham (1987) used passages describing the ritual of Islam and Christianity. The data revealed
that religious background had an impact in listening comprehension. Subjects recalled more information and
provided more elaboration for the passage related to their own religion. The findings corroborated evidence for the
role of prior information in listening comprehension of religious texts. Similar results were reported in Chiang and
Dunkel (1992) and Teng (1998) where it was found that Tai’ students performed better on listening text related to
their own culture (the dragon boat festival and Confucianism) than American culture (the Amish people and
Thanksgiving).

Wolff (1987) used an opaque text with a low transparency level (Bransford and Johnson’s Ballon Story, 1972) to
detect the possible changes in the listening comprehension of language learners once a support picture provided.
Greater recall was reported when the contextual picture was used. Wolff argued that the bottom up processes that
nonnative listeners use is underdeveloped so they resort to the top down processes to achieve comprehension. Tyler
(2001) used Bransford and Johnson’s Washing Machine text (1972) to address the effect of topic availability on the
consumption of resources in working memory. He found that nonnative speakers use more working memory than
native ones when the topic is unavailable suggesting that nonnative speakers depends more than native on the topic
information. When topic is available, the knowledge of the world can be used for the comprehension and thereby
less information is need for the oral input.
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Chang and Read (2006) examining the effect of different types of support on the listening comprehension of Tai
students found that providing general information about the topic of lectures was more effective than other support
types such as vocabulary instruction, repetition of input and reviewing the listening questions. They further found
that lower level language learners benefited more from topic related information than higher level language learners.
They concluded that lower level language learners use topic preparation to make up for their less developed
listening skills as well as lowering their anxiety level.

While the findings of the studies mentioned above appear to underscore the role of top down processes and prior
information in listening comprehension, there are other studies whose findings delimits the efficacy of such
information (Tusi and Fullilove, 1998; Keshvarz and Babai, 2001; Chang and Read 2006). Tusi and Fullilove (1998)
for example found that skilled listeners, unlike poor listeners, are able to change and adjust their initially created
wrong schemata. They concluded that what differentiates performance of listeners is bottom up skills rather than top
down ones. In a similar vein, Keshvarz and Babai (2001) found that the introduction of relevant information prior to
listening to compatible tests had no significant effect on the listening comprehension of both proficient and less
proficient listeners. The researchers argued that their findings pointed out the importance of linguistic knowledge
and bottom up processing and questioned the studies that overestimated the role of prior knowledge.

Chang and Read (2007) examining the effect of different types of support on lower level language learners found
a rather limited effect for these materials with regard to listening comprehension. They found that the provision of
written general information related to content of listening texts in learners’ native language increased %11 of the
comprehension of the learners in the experimental group suggesting that support activities may increase the
comprehension of language learners only to a certain degree.

As evident from the results of research mentioned above, an area where more divergent results are produced is
related to the effect of provision of prior information. While some studies showed that the introduction of prior
information could be a decisive factor and affect the listening performance of learners (Wolff, 1987; Tyler, 2001,
Chang and Read 2006), there were others which showed that the effect size may not be significant ( Keshvarz &
Babai, 2001, Chang and Read 2007). Obviously, various factors are at work to make the role of higher level
information effective in listening comprehension. The present study aspires to shed more light on this issue.

3. Present study
3.1 Research question

The following study aims to find out if the provision of general prior information about the content of listening
materials allows language learners to direct more mental resources to lower level processing and thereby assist them
with the perception and restoration of the parts which otherwise may not be fully understood. The following
research question is then formulated:

What is the effect of the provision of content related information on the performance of language listeners on
listening comprehension questions?

3.2 Participants

The population for the current study was selected from 30 volunteer language learners in two intact groups of
junior and senior English language majors studying at Tabriz University in Iran. A TOEFL pre-test (consisted of
listening, reading, grammar and vocabulary) was conducted and twenty learners ( 10 for each participant group) who
answered more than half of the overall questions and more than half of the listening comprehension questions were
selected as the nonulation of the studv. The reason for doing this was to choose the narticinants who both nossessed
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relatively the same level of language proficiency (upper-intermediate) and had almost the same level of listening
skills in particular. A t-test run on the mean scores of the two groups showed that there was no significant difference
between them before the onset of the study. Finally, by a toss of a coin, the senior group was selected as the
experimental and junior group as the control group.

3.3 Testing materials

Two language tests were used in the present study to measure language learners’ proficiency and listening
comprehension. The first testing materials was a TOEFL test taken from Longman Preparatory Course paper based

(1996). Since it was not possible to implement a full TOEFL test, 60 questions (15 from each part; listening,
vocabulary grammar and reading) were selected and used as the pre-test in the study. The second material used in
the study was three recorded lectures taken from Michigan University ECPE test (1997). Each lecture was followed
by 5 listening comprehension questions. Three questions (one from each lecture) that asked about the general
comprehension of the lectures were however eliminated since it was assumed that the information offered during
pre-listening phase somehow gave their answers away. So, all in all, remained 12 questions; 4 for each lecture.
These questions were also tape recorded.

3.4. Instructional intervention

Prior listening to the lecture, the participants in the experimental group received some oral information about the
content of the lectures that they were going to listen to. In other words, language learners in the experimental group,
before listening to the texts, were given some general information about the main point discussed in each lecture.
For example, in the second listening the researcher informed the learners that they were going to listen to a text
about human memory. That it was going to compare the old and new views on memory and the way
psycholinguistics understanding about the nature and function of memory has changed through time. It was also
mentioned that the lecture was going to inform how information is stored in memory and how the stored information
may change through time.

Caution was exercised not to give away any information which the post-lecture questions were supposed to ask.
Each lecture was followed by four three-item multiple choice questions. Like the listening parts of the TOEFL
exam, language learners had no previous access to the questions. They heard the questions through the tape and
chose their answers from their answer sheets. Learners were required to listen to these lectures only once. Since the
lectures were relatively long, the learners were allowed to take notes of the key information. Participants in the
control group, on the other hand, did not receive any prior information. They only listened to the lectures and
answered the follow-up questions.

4. Data collection and data analysis

Below is the descriptive statistic of the two participating groups. As it is shown, there is not much difference
between the mean scores of the two groups (6.7 for the experimental and 6.6 for the control group).

Table 1: Descriptive statistics

Groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Experimental 10 6.7 2.11 .667
Control 10 6.6 2.27 718

A t-test also showed that the difference between the mean scores of the two groups was not statistically
significant (F= .005 p= 0.947). In other words, the treatment appeared to have no significant effect on the
performance of the experimental group on post-lecture listening comprehension questions.
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5. Discussion

As the findings of the present study revealed, the provided prior knowledge had no statistically meaningful effect
on the performance of language learners on listening comprehension questions that asked about detailed information
in the lectures. To account for the findings, the type of listening texts, the proficiency level of participants, the kind
of post-lecture questions and the content of the treatment applied in the study are examined.

To start with, the type of the listening texts used in our study was not similar to the texts used in the studies in
which prior knowledge appeared to have significant effect on the participants’ listening comprehension (Wolff,
1987; Tyler, 2001). The Balloon Story and Washing Machine , for example, used in Wolff (1987) and Tyler (2001),
respectively, are not transparent texts, and as such, do not represent the listening materials that learners usually
encounter in language classes or even in real life situations. The superior performance of the experimental group in
these studies could not be solely contributed to the existence of supporting information. Rather, it could be the result
of interaction of, at least, dual factors; the text type and the prior knowledge.

The texts used in the current study, on the other hand, had a considerable degree of transparency and as such the
application of prior information in the form of the summary of the main points of the lectures did not make much
difference. The key words of the texts employed in our study could have activated in the control group the same
schemata that the treatment activated in the experimental groups. The transparency of the texts allowed the control
group to catch up on the experimental group and the treatment remained ineffective.

The results of the present study collaborated evidence for some of the earlier studies. Jensen and Hasen (1995),
for example, examined the effect of prior study of lecture topics on the performance of content based listening and
found that the effect of background knowledge was more present in technical lectures than non-technical lectures.
Keshavars and Babai (2001) also found that that the performance of language learners, regardless of their
proficiency level, on the listening tests for which related introductory information was provided was not
significantly different from their performance on the listening test for which no schema was activated. Obviously,
the learners in their studies were capable of creating appropriate mental models from the incoming data whether or
not the supportive information was provided. Field (2004) showed that language learners use of top down and
bottom up processes may vary depending, among others, on the type of the text and task employed. The relationship
between text difficulty and the learners use of support materials is acknowledged by Wolff as he made the point
that ‘text difficulty can be correlated with the use of contextual cues: the more difficult a text is, the more the
informant makes use of these cues’ (1987: 316).

Another reason for the present results is concerned with the proficiency level of the participants. As mentioned
earlier, the participants had a considerable record of language learning in an academic setting. They were junior and
senior major students of English Language and Literature and managed to answer more than half of TOEFL paper
based pre-test questions in general and listening section in particular. Their proficiency was estimated to be above
intermediate level roughly speaking. As earlier studies revealed, the skilled listeners have less problem with novel
and non-conventional situation. Keshavars and Babai (2001), for example, showed that proficient language learners
were more capable of revising their schema once it did not match the incoming data. Similar findings were also
reported in Tusi and Fullilove’s study (1998) where it was showed that more skilled language listeners were more
likely to fix their initial non-matching schema.

Another point with regards to the findings concerns the content of supporting information and the type of post
lecture questions employed. As mentioned earlier, the type of the information provided through pre-listening
activities was the outlines of the main points covered in each lecture. The post-lecture questions, on the other hand,
asked for the specific information from the lectures. It was assumed that while the pre-listening provided learners
with higher level top down information about the lectures, the majority of post-lecture questions required language
learner to use their lower level processing. Questions like “what kind of dog does the speaker recommend people to
get?” Or “how common are genetic problems in dogs?” or “what kind of dogs do today’s breeding practice
produce?” addressed detailed information in the text and as such may require more bottom up processing than top
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down one. Our findings echoed Chiang and Dunkel (1992) in which it was found that the effect of prior knowledge
was mostly reflected in passage independent post-lecture listening comprehension questions and the performance of
language learners on passage dependent questions did not change much both for familiar and unfamiliar lectures.

6. Conclusion

The idea that availability of general prior knowledge about the content of the forthcoming lectures could free
some mental resources and direct them towards less developed lower level listening processing was not warranted
by the findings of the present study. In other words, it does not seems that the compensatory nature of
comprehension models functions in a way that results in the enhancement of less developed bottom up listening
skills. It turns out that the interaction between the higher and lower processes is more complicated that it may appear
at first sight. Our findings are in line with Townsend and Bever (1991) study which also disproved the
commonplace assumption that pragmatic likelihood necessarily assists the processing of lower level linguistic units.

The most important implication of the current study for the language classes is to do with the type and amount of
materials used during the pre-listening activities. It points out that the decision over the introduction of prior
information is related, among others, to the text type and the proficiency level of the learners. Everything equal, the
so-called transparent listening materials obviously require less topic related prior knowledge introduction than the
so-called opaque and culturally loaded materials. Proficiency of the language learners is also a key factor. Skilled
language learners need less contextual support than learners who are at the initial stages of language learning. As it
was shown, proficient listeners are relatively more capable of creating and/or revising their schema than less skilled
ones. The findings also suggest that language teachers should not overestimate the role of prior information and
instead pay due attention to the activities that address both types of processes. Listening activities that give more
weight to the perceptual skills (such as dictogloss or Discovery Listening as suggested by Wilson, 2003) could also
be fruitful.

Like all studies, the present study suffered from some shortcomings. First, the small number of participants might
restrict the scope of generalization of the findings as they might be affected by individual differences. The second
limitation is related to the memory effect. The listeners were advised to take notes since they listened to the lectures
only once. It is not clear how far the collected data might have been affected by the note taking abilities of test
takers. Third, only half the questions of TOFEL (60 questions) were used in pre-test stage to choose the participants.
Obviously, more objective selections of participants could have been achieved had a full test been employed.

Language teachers and syllabus writers incorporate a range of pre-listening activities and advance organizers to
change the weight of listening lessons from testing listening into teaching listening so that they could assist language
learners achieve a reasonable level of listening comprehension. It is hoped that the findings of the present study will
help language teachers make more informed decision about the content of the materials they choose to use during
the pre-listening activities. It is also hoped that the findings could contribute to our understanding of the nature of
top down and bottom up processes and the way these two processes interact in the comprehension of speech.
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