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The Effect of Prediction on Listening Comprehension
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Abstract: Based on Schema Theory, this research tries to explore the relationship between prediction and schema in the pre-listening
period, as well as to study the influence of pre-listening prediction on English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners’ listening
comprehension. By using the experiment and the questionnaire survey, the findings prove the prediction practice in the pre-listening period
is of some help to the improvement of students’ listening comprehension, which suggests that teachers pay full attention to the impact of
prediction activities on listening teaching.
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sounds, words, sentences to texts (Brown, 1997). Accordingly, many

Introduction

teachers urge students to be more exposed to spoken materials and

Listening, as one of the four basic language skills, has always

practices of pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar. However, other

been a major concern in EFL teaching and learning. According to the

scholars (Sheerin, 1987 and Brown, 1990) argue this is not teaching

latest College English Curriculum Requirements (2007), the goal of

but testing, and students receive little help with how to process aural

present

students’

information and extract intended meaning. Meanwhile, scholars like

comprehensive competence to use English, with the focus on

Anderson and Lynch (1988:11) assert listeners are actually “active

listening and speaking. However, their performance in listening

model builder”, extremely engaged in searching for meaning by

comprehension is still far from being satisfactory. For example, in

utilizing all related background knowledge. Therefore, a successful

my college, the average score of listening part in College English

listener needs to decode the word level efficiently as well as to apply

Test 4 held in mid-December, 2014 was only 135 out of a full mark

background knowledge to interpret texts.

college

English

teaching

is

to

develop

249, occupying 54.2% of the total. In order to change such a

Schema was firstly proposed in modern psychology and

situation, many researchers have devoted themselves to developing

education by Bartlett in Remembering (1932: 201) as “an active

useful English listening skills. And one of the current fashions is to

organization of past reactions, or past experience.” Later, Rumelhart

predict in listening comprehension, especially in pre-listening period

(1980) added schema is a data structure for representing all one’s

(e.g. Sheerin, 1987; Vandergrift, 1999; Hasan, 2000; Zhao, 2001;

prior knowledge of a conception. According to Nunan (1999:201),

Fan, 2007). However, the role prediction plays in listening process,

“schema theory is based on the notion that past experiences lead to

particularly in pre-listening period, has not been well explored. Thus,

the creation of mental frameworks that help us make sense of new

the study aims to examine the effects of pre-listening prediction on

experiences.” In all, a schema is a knowledge structure in memory,

Chinese college students’ English listening comprehension from the

storing a certain generic concept of one’s acquired information and

perspective of schema theory, so as to provide some implications for

functioning when one interprets new information. It is composed of

English listening teaching.

interrelated elements of a concept like a network.
Based on schema theory, “the process of interpretation is guided

Theoretical Background

by the principle that every input is mapped against some existing
schema and that all aspects of that schema must be compatible with

Listening Comprehension and Schema Theory
Listening is an essential component of communication, which is
defined by Morley (1991:88) as “everything that impinges on the
human processing which mediates between sound and construction
of meaning.” Traditionally, listening is regarded as a passive or
receptive skill (Lynch and Mendelsohn, 2002). It is assumed that all
a listener could do is just register messages passively with ears as
receivers

where

information

is

poured.

The

process

of

comprehension is supposed to begin with the bottom level, from

the input information. This principle results in two basic modes of
information processing, called bottom-up and top-down processing”
(Carrell and Eisterhold, 1998: 76). In this sense, schemata are
closely involved in the processing of one’s comprehension.
Therefore, listening comprehension is reached when related
schemata are activated in interpreting the new information by the
interaction of the two models. And rich store of schemata is essential
to listening comprehension. However, the existence of schema does
not mean it works in listening comprehension. Only if relevant
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schemata are being activated, can they facilitate the listening

belongs to a kind of proficiency examination. Therefore, in the

comprehension. So it is important to find ways to activate relevant

preparatory period, the author collected the scores of the listening

schemata.

part in the students’ last final examination as the pre-test data (totally

Prediction in Pre-listening

30 points). The scores of the two groups were compared before the

Prediction is explained by Smith (1994: 19-20) as “the prior

experiment to check whether there was a significant difference

elimination of unlikely alternatives.” In pre-listening, the definition

between the listening levels of the two groups or not, so as to decide

is narrowed to the metal process by which a listener guesses what

whether to start the experiment. The experiment was held in the

will be said next according to his own knowledge (Ur, 2000). More

listening classes during the whole semester. In every listening class,

exactly, Lei (2000) states, in pre-listening prediction, a listener uses

the students from both classes were asked to finish 3-passage

printed information in listening books or papers (such as a title,

listening. The students in the control group did the listening task as

choices to questions, etc.), his linguistic knowledge, background

usual. They listened to the tape, answered all the multiple-choice

knowledge, common sense and logical ability to predict the general

questions and then checked the answers with the teacher. However,

content of the listening materials, the questions to be raised or even

the students in the experimental group had more tasks to fulfill. First,

the correct answers to the exercises. From the definitions, it is

the class was divided into 10 groups and each group consists of 3-4

notable that setting up prediction is based on listeners’ prior

students. Before listening to a passage, each group was given only 5

knowledge—schemata. And what a listening predictor does is

minutes for discussion, predicting what the passage would talk about

retrieve the possibly related schemata from his memory in advance

and what the questions would be. Meanwhile, they were required to

and get them ready for interacting with the coming information to

write down their prediction in the discussion sheet as notes. In order

arrive at faster comprehension. It seems pre-listening prediction can

to minimize the influence of the language barriers, the students were

be regarded as a kind of schema activation in listening. Therefore,

allowed to write either in English or in Chinese while predicting.

what kind of effects the pre-listening prediction really has on

Next, the teacher played the recording for the students to finish the

students’ English listening comprehension deserves our particular

passage listening practice, gave the correct answers and analyzed the

exploration.

questions. Later, all the data were gathered. At the end of the
semester, the students from the two classes attended another final

Method

college English examination, and the marks of listening part in this
examination were collected as the post-test data.

Research Questions
The purpose of the research is mainly to examine the

Also, in the last listening class, all the participants were asked

relationship between prediction and schema in the pre-listening

to fill a simple questionnaire which is composed of 10 questions to

period, as well as to study the influence of pre-listening prediction

investigate the students’ attitudes towards the effects of pre-listening

on EFL learners’ listening comprehension. Thus, two research

prediction.
Data Collection and Analysis

questions are addressed.

In the experimental group, the exercise papers and the group

1. Does pre-listening prediction activate the students’ related

discussion sheets were all handed in for reference. After the final

schemata?
2. Does pre-listening prediction exert a positive effect on the

examination, the teacher collected the listening scores of the two
classes. And all the scores were put into the computer for analysis.

students’ listening comprehension?
Participants

With the help of the software Statistical Package for the Social

73 sophomores from 2 classes of my college (Ningbo Institute

Science (SPSS) 13.0, the test scores of the two pairs had an

of Technology, Zhejiang University) take part in the experiment as

Independent-Samples T Test to examine whether the scores of the

participants. As from two parallel classes, they are using the same

two groups before and after the experiment are obviously different or

text book New College English, taught by the same English teacher

not. In addition, the answers to the questions on the questionnaire

and having 3 intensive English reading classes and 1 English

were put into statistics system for processing by Excel 2007 and

listening class per week. In the experiment, Class One (Number=35)

carefully analyzed by the author in person.

serves as the control group and Class Two (Number=38) as the

Results and Discussion

experimental group, which is randomly chosen.

By the Independent-Samples T Test, the analysis results of the

Procedure
The research was put into practice at NIT in the second
semester of the academic year 2014-2015. Carefully designed and

pre-test scores and post-test scores are presented in the following
two tables: Table 4.1 and Table 4.2.

aiming to reflect the real level of test takers, final examination
Table

4.1

Mean

Independent-Samples T Test of the Pre-test
Std. Deviation

t

df

Sig. (2-tailed)
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Experimental Group (N=35)

17.07

3.1719

Control Group (N=38)

17.13

3.8215

-.073

71

.942

Table 4.1 reveals the mean value of the Control Group is 17.13

similar standard deviation. From the t-test for Equality of Means,

and the average score of the Experimental Group is 17.07. In

P=0.942>0.05 proves the two groups of the pre-test scores have no

addition, the Standard Deviation value of the two groups is close,

significant

3.1719 and 3.8215 respectively. The table also shows the

comprehension proficiency of the students in the two groups is

Sig.(2-tailed) is P=0.942. On the analysis of the pre-test scores, it is

almost at the same level before the experiment. So the designed

clear that the mean values of the two groups are extremely close with

experiment can be put into practice.

Table 4.2

difference.

Conclusively,

the

English

listening

Independent-Samples T Test of the Post-test

Mean

Std. Deviation

Experimental Group (N=35)

17.71

3.494

Control Group (N=38)

16.03

3.665

The figures in the table 4.2 reflect the average score of the

t

df

Sig. (2-tailed)

2.010

71

.048

attention.

experimental group in post-test reaches 17.71, while the mean value

On the whole, the research is a worthwhile study, it analyses the

of the control group is 16.03. The mean value of the experimental

different kinds of data and provides some meaningful findings. It

group is 1.68 higher than that of the control group. More important,

proves pre-listening prediction is a good way to activate students’

it can be found in the table that Sig. (2-tailed) is P=0.048<0.05,

related schemata before listening and this is a beneficial way to

which proves there is statistically significant difference between the

improve students’ listening comprehension. Meanwhile, the findings

scores of the two groups. So the result shows that the English

also reveal some enlightments. For example, most of students are not

listening comprehension performance of the experimental group by

familiar with such a practice, so they may need more instructions on

using the pre-listening prediction is obviously higher than that of the

predictive skills. In addition, evidences from questionnaire answers

control group in this experiment. Therefore, pre-listening prediction

and discussion sheets imply that the students need more help to

does good to the students’ listening comprehension.

activate effective schema in prediction.

According to the questionnaire data, 85% of the participants
claim they had no idea about schema and knew little about the

Conclusion

effects of pre-listening prediction before, which reflects they are

Undoubtedly, schema theory plays an important role in listening

unfamiliar with this teaching method. However, all the participants

comprehension (Long, 1989; Edwards and McDonald, 1993). From

believe

listening

the above, we recognize prediction is one of its applications. In this

comprehension and they are accustomed to it gradually. Moreover,

case, teachers should try their best to assist students in prediction as

though 68% of them still hold the view that the active effect of this

well as to adopt more schema-based procedures to improve listening

practice is not so great, 33 out of all the 35 participants show their

teaching. Firstly, teachers can introduce the schema theory and its

likeness to it. They mention several advantages of this teaching

applications in listening to students, especially those of low English

method, such as fresh learning style, increasing listening motivation,

proficiency, and help them to build prediction consciousness. With

active participation, good cooperation, heated discussion atmosphere,

the theoretical support, students will understand and realize the value

better concentration, etc. When it comes to the questions of how to

of making prediction and be active predictors. Secondly, prediction

activate the students’ related schemata, 72% of the participants

relies on the schemata one stores in memory, so teachers should help

especially point out the pre-listening prediction practice improves

students to accumulate schemata, such as providing related

their understanding of the passages’ theme as well as the questions to

background knowledge before listening or using different styles of

be raised, however, some of them also complain that the wrong

materials to enrich their schemata. Since not all the schemata in

predictions sometimes influence their judgments, which also accords

one’s memory are in accordance with the content of listening

with the prediction notes they write in their group discussion sheets.

materials, teachers also should assist students to modify the existing

Therefore, it reveals pre-listening prediction can activate the

schemata to suit the listening demand and reduce the activation of

students’ related schemata, increase their familiarity with the

wrong schemata. Thirdly, teachers should bring in effective listening

the

pre-listening

prediction

benefits

their

listening topics and help them make mental preparations for the

predictive skills to students and offer them plenty of training. For

incoming listening tasks. Nevertheless, some inappropriate schemata

example, brainstorming is a good way to do such training in which

are activated, too. Although taking up a small part, they may mislead

teachers present several key words and topic sentences and students

the students’ judgment, which should deserve teachers’ particular

brainstorm the possible information about the topic. With such
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Foreign Language Press.

the base of their prediction. Last but not least, prediction is also an

Edwards, R., & McDonald, J. L. (1993). Schema theory and

understanding process. It should not be restrained only in the

listening, in A. D. Wolvin, & C. G. Coakley (eds.). Perspectives

pre-listening stage, but be revised during and after listening. Then
teachers can design exercises like “repeat phrases” and “summarize
the content” for students to reject or confirm their previous
prediction, which will better students’ prediction ability. Given such
training, it is promising that students will develop a habit of
comprehending the aural input with not only bottom-up model, but
also top-down model.
Summarily, the present study tries to explore the effect of

on listening. NJ: Ablex.
Fan, K. (2007). Prediction and its instructive value in college
English listening. Journal of Qiqihar University, 05, 143-144.
Hasan,

A.

S.

(2000).

Learners’

perceptions

of

listening

comprehension problems. Language, Culture and Curriculum,
13(2), 137-153.
Lei, Y. (2000). On prediction in listening comprehension. Journal of
Yiyang Teachings College, 21(3), 95-96.

prediction on listening comprehension. The two research questions

Long, D. R. (1989). Second language listening comprehension: a

are answered by the findings of the study. The research shows using

schema-theoretic perspective. The Modern Language Journal,

pre-listening prediction can activate the college students’ related
schemata, and using such activation practice does improve the

73(1), 32-40.
Lynch, T., & Mendelsohn, D. (2002). Listening. In N. Schmitt (ed.)

students’ listening comprehension ability. In terms of the limitations

An introduction to applied linguistics. London: Hodder Arnold.

in this study, further researches focusing on the effects of schemata

Morley, J. (1991). Listening comprehension in second/foreign

activation on listening comprehension are strongly recommended to

language instruction, in M. Celce-Murcia (ed.). Teaching English

be based on a larger sample. Also, pre-listening prediction is only

as a second or foreign language. Massachusetts: Heinle and

one way to activate listeners’ appropriate schemata, so it is
significant to investigate whether students will listen more
effectively when more ways are used to apply schema theory to
listening teaching.

Heinle Publishers.
Nunan, D. (1999). Second language teaching and learning. Bosten:
Heinle and Heinle.
Rumelhart, D. E. (1980). Schemata: the building blocks of cognition,

---------------------------------------------------------------------

in R. J. Spiro, B. C. Bruce & W. F. Brewer (eds.) Theoretical

References

issues in reading comprehension. Hiisdale, NJ: Lawrence

Anderson, A., & Lynch, T. (1988). Listening. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Bartlett, F. (1932). Remembering: A study in experimental and social
psychology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Brown, G. (1990). Listening to spoken English. London: Longman.
Brown, G. (1997). The nature of comprehension. Foreign Language
Teaching and Research, 11, 36-43.
Carrell, P. L., & Eisterhold, J. C. (1998). Schema theory and ESL

Erlbaum Associates.
Sheerin, S. (1987). Listening comprehension: teaching or testing?
ELT Journal 41(2), 126-131.
Smith, F. (1994). Understanding reading. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.
Ur, P. (2000). Teaching listening comprehension. Beijing: People’s
Education Press.
Vandergrift, L. (1999). Facilitating second language listening

reading pedagogy, in P. L. Carrell, J. Devine, & D. E. Eskey (eds.)

comprehension: acquiring successful strategies. ELT Journal

Interactive approaches to second language reading. Cambridge:

54(3), 168-176.

Cambridge University Press.
Department of Higher Education, Ministry of Education (ed.) (2007).
College English curriculum requirements. Shanghai: Shanghai

Zhao, L. (2001). “Prediction” applied in English listening
comprehension.

Journal

of

Wuxi

Commercial Technology 1(2), 75-76.

Vocational

Institute

of

