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Studies on Listening Instruction for Japanese Language Learners 
Linguistic Knowledge and Cognitive Ability in Listening comprehension: Insights for 

instruction using TV news reports 

Kumiko KANENIWA 

This study identified the linguistic knowledge and cognitive abilities necessary for 
L2 learners of Japanese to understand Japanese language news reports. The linguistic 
aspects of news reports analyzed were 1) discourse features, 2) sentence expressions , and 
3) range and type of vocabulary. The aspects of cognitive ability examined were 
background knowledge and ability to make predictions. I will briefly outline the results of 
this study which helped to identify the relationship of these linguistic features and 
cognitive aspects to listening comprehension. 

In order to examine the effect of discourse structure on learner comprehension, I 
identified the discourse features of news broadcasts by reviewing previous research. The 
organizational pattern of discourse identified was lead sentence + background 

information + more detailed information + additional information.  I then tested L2 
learners to see whether different organizational patterns affected the listening 
comprehension of an advanced group and a superior group of learners. The results 
showed no difference in the average scores within the two groups, but there was a 
difference in the standard deviation and the correlation within the groups. I concluded that 
differences in comprehension were due more to individual differences than to differences 
in discourse organizational patterns of the news reports.  
   To examine the effect of different expressions on learner comprehension I compared 

expressions found in 361 news reports with the expressions in the 2002 version of the 
Japanese Language Proficiency test (JLPT). Results showed only several particle-phrases 
( ) in news reports corresponded to the expressions of JLPT. This seems to 
indicate that there is not a single cause of listening difficulty for learners.  
   Finally I compared the lexical items in 361 news reports with the words in the JLPT 

and found that at least one fourth of the words were from outside the lists, indicating 
these would be a source of comprehension difficulty. Many of these words were proper 
nouns. The words outside the lists were then compared with words in the 2004 List of 
Lexical Categories ( ) . Results showed that many of the words came from the 
following categories: 16 – temporal, 17 – spatial, 24- membership, and 15- 
processes/actions. It may be necessary to teach vocabulary in these categories to enhance 
comprehension. 
    To test the relationship of word difficulty on listening comprehension, I tested 

different groups of students. Results showed there was a mild correlation between their 
vocabulary knowledge and listening comprehension. However, I found that even groups 
whose vocabulary knowledge was good, their performance on listening tasks was not 
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good. I concluded that vocabulary knowledge is necessary for listening comprehension, 
but is not the sole predictor of listening difficulty. 
   Next I looked at two aspects of cognitive ability, background knowledge and the 

ability to predict outcomes. Students were taught and encouraged to use source materials 
to deepen their knowledge of a topic, and this in turn enabled even students with limited 
linguistic knowledge to improve their listening comprehension.  
   I then examined the relationship between learners’ vocabulary knowledge and their 

ability to make predications on listening comprehension. I found that although learners’ 
vocabulary knowledge and ability to make predictions both affected listening 
comprehension, vocabulary knowledge affected listening comprehension more than the 
ability to make predictions. However, I also found that even when learners’ vocabulary 
knowledge and listening comprehension scores were the same, learners with a larger 
vocabulary were more capable at making correct predictions.  
   The results of this study offer a number of possible pedagogical applications in the 

field of L2 Japanese langue instruction.  

Keywords: listening Education, TV News Report, linguistic knowledge, cognitive ability 

31




