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A Questionnaire of Beliefs on English Language Listening
Comprehension Problems: Development and Validation
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Abstract: This article discusses the development and validation of a questionnaire designed to assess EFL
learners’ beliefs about the English language listening comprehension problems they may encounter in
unidirectional listening, as in the case of listening to a recorded text. An exploratory factor analysis of the
responses of a sample of Iranian EFL learners (N = 580) resulted in a forty-item questionnaire with six distinct
factors: process, input, listener, task, affect and context. The data also revealed evidence of reliability of the
instrument. The reliability and validity of the instrument are presented and the potential uses of the
questionnaire are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION assessing learners’ beliefs about L2 listening is hence

Listening has become an important part of many present study was to develop a valid questionnaire to
second or foreign language (L2) programs. Yet, many elicit Iranian EFL learners’ beliefs on English language
teachers are still uncertain about how to help their listening comprehension problems.
students develop their listening abilities [1]. Teachers can As few studies have reported validation procedures
help their students improve their listening competence by for survey instruments [7], this article discusses the
equipping them with effective listening strategies and procedures adopted for the questionnaire development
skills. To this end, teachers should consider their and validation. The following sections provide a
students’ individual characteristics when planning background and rationale to the study and details of the
classroom activities [2]. One of these characteristics is the questionnaire development and validation.
beliefs that learners hold about different aspects of L2
learning. Background and Research Rationale: It is widely agreed

Learner’s beliefs have been identified as an important in the field of L2 acquisition that listening plays a crucial
individual difference variable influencing language role in language learning [8, 9]. Accordingly, listening has
learning process and outcomes [3]. The importance of been viewed as a primary vehicle for language learning as
learner’s beliefs lies in the fact that “beliefs are it provides the linguistic environment and sets the stage
predispositions to action” [4, p. 113]. Learners hold their for acquisition [10]. Listening is recognized to play a vital
beliefs to be true and these beliefs then guide how they role in language learning because it can provide
interpret their experience and how they behave [5]. meaningful input for the learner, [8, 11] without which any
Behavior, in this case, refers to learners’ general approach learning simply cannot begin [12]. Vandergrift [13]
to learning, that is, how they conceptualize learning, how suggests  that  learners  need  to  acquire L2 listening
they interpret learning and how they approach the skills skills to  be  able  to  understand  target language
and activities in the language classroom [6].Therefore, if speakers and to benefit from various aural and visual L2
teachers wish to influence the listening behavior of texts which are now  available  via  network-based
learners, they need to be aware of the beliefs that learners multimedia, such as on-line audio and video, YouTube,
hold  about  L2  listening. A valid instrument for podcasts and blogs.

required. In line with this need, the motive behind the
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Moreover, listening is viewed to be an active and literature, this paper is, therefore, aimed at describing the
complex process which allows listeners to understand and process of developing and validating a questionnaire
interpret spoken messages in real time by integrating designed to elicit EFL learners’ beliefs on English
information from a variety of sources, such as phonetic, language listening comprehension problems.
phonological, prosodic, lexical, syntactic, semantic and It should also be mentioned that although the area of
pragmatic sources [14]. The complexity that underlies this learner’s beliefs about listening has been the focus of
process of listening comprehension exerts considerable relatively few published investigations in an EFL context
processing demands on L2 learners, making listening the [e.g., 22], no research has been conducted, to the best of
most difficult skill of all to learn [15]. Some situations, the researcher’s knowledge, on the beliefs of Iranian
such as unidirectional listening where listeners cannot or language learners. This further justifies a study that seeks
do  not have an opportunity to interact with the speaker to develop a valid and reliable instrument to assess
as  in  the  case of listening to a recorded text [16], present Iranian EFL learners’ beliefs on problems they may
much  greater  difficulty  for  listeners   than  others [17]. experience  in     unidirectional     listening   situations.
In these situations “listeners are at the mercy of speakers, To this end, the following overarching research question
that is, they have no control over what is going to be said, was addressed: What underlying factors are present in
how it is going to be said and how fast it is going to be Iranian EFL learners’ responses to a questionnaire of
said” [18, p. 132]. Language learners, therefore, often feel belief on English language listening comprehension
inundated with problems when listening to the target problems (Q-BELLP)?
language in a unidirectional listening situation.

Over the years researchers have attempted to define MATERIALS and METHODS
the nature of L2 learners’ listening problems. Among the
studies that have looked at L2 listening difficulties, few Participants: Data were collected from three groups of
attempts have been made to probe into these difficulties participants: 650 EFL learners, four expert judges and one
from learners’ perspectives [15, 19-22]. Results of these professional translator. The EFL learners were
studies have shown that language learners are capable of undergraduate university students majoring in English
evaluating their listening performance and articulating the translation, English literature and Teaching English as a
difficulties they face when listening in an L2. They are Foreign Language (TEFL) in different branches of Islamic
aware of the factors that influence their listening Azad University in Tehran and Qom. The participants
performance, even though they may not be able to act were  taking  a  listening course at the time of the study.
upon this knowledge [23]. This suggests that by Of these students, 30 were invited to express their beliefs
providing opportunities for learners to express their about challenges of learning English listening skills in a
beliefs, teachers can gain better understanding of their short essay to help generate an initial pool of the
learners’ needs to assist them in ways of dealing with questionnaire items; 40 learners participated in a pilot
some of their listening difficulties [15, 21]. study conducted to assess the initial reliability of the

To elicit learners’ belief about listening questionnaire; and 580 responded to the final version of
comprehension  problems,  various  procedures  have the questionnaire.
been  used,  most commonly diaries [20, 21], interviews The expert judges were four university instructors
[15, 20, 21], think-alouds (immediate retrospective who had five years of experience in teaching listening
verbalization) [21] and questionnaires [15, 22]. Likert-type courses at university level and developing
questionnaires appear to be an adequate elicitation questionnaires. According to Brown [25], experts are by
technique if the researcher’s objective is to describe definition “people who know a lot about whatever area of
learner beliefs and to quantify data [24]. psychology, education, linguistics, or language teaching

Previous studies in which questionnaires were used [our] construct belongs to” (p. 179). The judges provided
as an elicitation procedure [15, 22] focused on reporting formal expert review to explore the content validity of the
the findings of the study that revealed what learners questionnaire items.
believed about listening comprehension problems in an A professional translator also participated in this
L2. In fact, no attempts were made in these studies to study to assess the accuracy of the translated version of
report validation procedures for the survey instrument the questionnaire. The translator had expertise in
used in each respective study. To remedy this gap in the translating English academic texts to Persian.
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Instrument Development: The method for developing the The newly revised questionnaire was then piloted with
questionnaire proceeded as follows. Following the the 40 TEFL learners who were asked to respond to the
standard procedure for developing a valid and reliable questionnaire and express their perceptions and
questionnaire [25-28], relevant literature on L2 listening understanding of the items. The reliability of the 58-item
comprehension [e.g., 15, 16, 21, 29] was initially examined. questionnaire was estimated using the Cronbach’s alpha
This body of literature provided theoretical validation for coefficient. The reliability obtained was .82, which
item construction and helped identify the key topics indicates an acceptable internal consistency. Based on
based on which the questionnaire items were developed. the received feedback on comprehensibility of the items,
In this respect, five major categories of the factors the wording of few items was altered.
affecting L2 listening comprehension were identified: (1)
text, (2) task, (3) listener, (4) speaker and (5) process Construct Validation: To identify the underlying factors
characteristics [22, 29]. To complement the conceptual present in the learners’ questionnaire responses, that is,
relevance of the construct and to help draw up an item to establish the construct validity of the questionnaire, an
pool, the 30 EFL learners were asked to express their exploratory factor analysis was performed. In fact, to
beliefs about their English listening comprehension examine whether there was empirical support for the
problems in a short essay. The essays were content researcher’s assumption regarding the homogeneity of
analyzed and instances of learners’ beliefs were identified. items under different subscales of the questionnaire and
Moreover, the existing questionnaires designed to to identify any items that might be removed from the
investigate the listening difficulties that were encountered questionnaire, principle component analysis (PCA)
by L2 learners [22, 30] were scrutinized for relevant items method was used. This was consistent with Tabachnick
and ideas on format. and Fidell’s [31] recommendation that PCA is a reasonable

Based on the insights gained, a list of 80 statements analytic  method  if an empirical summary of the data set
was  generated  under the factors identified at the is required.
previous stage,  with each item focusing on only one Prior to performing PCA, the suitability of data for
factor. To register subjects’ beliefs on each statement, the factor analysis was assessed. The large Kaiser-Meyer-
items were written on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy value (.95)
1(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). A scale without and the significant results from the Bartlett’s Test of
a neutral point was chosen to encourage the subjects to Sphericity, X² (1653) = 14518.470, p <. 001, indicated that
thoroughly consider each item and express a definite the data were factorable [32].
opinion about it [25]. Once all the items to be included in The 58 items of the questionnaire were then subjected
the questionnaire were written, the sequence of the items to PCA with orthogonal Varimax rotation using SPSS
was determined. Following Dornyei [26], the content areas Version16.  An initial estimate of the number of factors
that were related to each other were taken and then the was  provided  by  the  Kaiser criterion, that is, factors
constituent items were randomly mixed up. with eigenvalues  greater  than  one   were  retained. An

Subsequently, the questionnaire was subjected to eleven-factor solution was thus generated. However,
expert judgment for redundancy, content validity and because an eleven-factor solution was excessive, for
clarity [25]. The four experts were thus asked to critically reasons of  parsimony  and  interpretability  of factors
examine the instrument. This expert analysis of the (i.e., retaining those factors whose meaning is
instrument resulted in the elimination of some irrelevant comprehensible to the researcher), the scree test of
items, the revision of a few wordy items and the removal eigenvalues plotted against factors were examined [33].
of statements that overlapped. The large number of item This examination suggested that six or seven factors
pools was thus reduced to 58 items. should be retained. To find an optimal number of factors,

To avoid any confounding effect that learners’ several factor analyses were performed, each time
limited linguistic competency may have on their efforts to specifying a different number of factors and repeating the
understand the items written in English, the questionnaire scree test [31]. Given the results of the Kaiser’s criterion
was translated into the learners’ mother tongue, Persian. on six factors and the comprehensibility and
To ensure parallelism with the English version of the interpretability of the items, the six-factor solution was
questionnaire, the translation was assessed by the thus retained. The six factors had eigenvalues over
professional  translator and was accordingly modified. Kaiser’s criterion of one.
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APPENDIX
Table 1: Rotated factor loadings and scale reliabilities for Q-BELLP 
Scales and Items Loadings
Factor 1: Process (Cronbach’s alpha = .90)
7 Before listening, it is difficult for me to predict from the visuals what I will hear. .70i

14 It is difficult for me to relate what I hear with something from an earlier part of the listening text.  .68
10 While listening, I have problems making meaningful personal associations with the new information. .63
32 During listening, I have difficulty checking whether I correctly understand the meaning of the whole chunks of the listening text. .63
17 I have difficulty with finding out what the main purpose of the listening task I am going to do is. .62
31 When I listen to texts in English, I experience difficulty with listening for the main idea of the text. .61
3 I find it challenging to focus on the text when I have trouble understanding. .59
11 While listening, I find it difficult to guess the meaning of unknown words by linking them to known words. .58
13 I find it difficult to make a mental summary of information gained through listening. .57
21 While listening, I have difficulty to check my understanding of the text based on what I already know about the topic. .58
6 I find it difficult to use the context to guess those parts of a listening text that I cannot hear clearly. .57
23 After listening, I find it difficult to evaluate the overall accuracy of my comprehension. .56
Factor 2: Input (Cronbach’s alpha = .86)
5 I find it difficult to understand listening texts in which there are too many unfamiliar words. .67
18 I find it difficult to understand the meaning of words which are not pronounced clearly. .62
8 I find it difficult to understand listening texts which have difficult grammatical structures. .61
22 I find it difficult to understand well when speakers speak too fast. .59
2 Unfamiliar stress and intonation patterns of English interfere with my listening comprehension. .58
25 I find it difficult to understand the listening text when speakers speak with varied accents. .56
34 I find it difficult to understand the listening text when the speaker does not pause long enough. .52
12 I find it difficult to interpret the meaning of a long listening text. .50
1 I have difficulty understanding speakers with unfamiliar accents. .47
Factor 3: Listener (Cronbach’s alpha = .87)
44 When thinking about meaning of unfamiliar words, I neglect the next part of the listening text. .59
43 I am slow to recall the meaning of words that sound familiar. .59
46 I find it difficult to quickly remember words or phrases I have just heard. .57
50 During listening, although some words sound familiar, it is difficult for me to recall their meaning immediately. .57
49 When I hear the new words, I forget the content which was mentioned before. .57
48 I lose the flow of speech because I concentrate very hard on understanding every word or phrase I hear. .57
41 I find it difficult to remember the meaning of a long listening text. .52
51 I find it difficult to really concentrate on listening. .51
53 I have difficulty comprehending the listening text because I don’t know which strategy to use while listening. .45
40 I have difficulty understanding a listening text because I cannot understand every single word I hear. .42
Factor 4: Task (Cronbach’s alpha = .84)
58 I find it difficult to do listening tasks, such as filling a grid, for which I need to draw on specific information from the text. .80
57 I find it difficult to do listening tasks for which I need to combine information to make generalization while listening to the text. .76
56 I find it difficult to answer Wh-questions in a listening task. .66
Factor 5: Affect (Cronbach’s alpha = .72 )
54 I stop listening when I have problems in understanding a listening text. .74
55 If I don’t arrive at a total comprehension of an oral text, I feel disappointed. .67
33 I find it difficult to reduce my anxiety before doing the listening task. .46
24 Before doing listening comprehension tasks, I fear that I cannot understand what I will hear. .42
Factor 6: Context (Cronbach’s alpha = .66 )
35 Unclear sounds resulting from a poor-quality CD-player interfere with my listening comprehension. .79
39 Unclear sounds resulting from poor acoustic conditions of the classroom interfere with my listening comprehension. .71
Note: The item numbers refer to the order of the items in the first draft of the questionnaire.I

This six-factor solution was then examined for the factors; and (d) items with high loadings on more than
presence of any unsatisfactory item. Using a factor one factor. This led to the eventual retention of 40 items.
loading of .40 as a criterion [34], the output was evaluated Using an iterative process, the remaining items underwent
for (a) items with communality values of lower than. 40 several subsequent PCA with Varimax rotation, all of
[35]; (b) items with low factor loadings, that is, loadings which yielded six factors. The rotated factor patterns are
below. 40; (c) items which failed to load on any of the illustrated in Table 1.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION The fourth factor, labeled task, includes three items

Factor Analysis Results: The result of the factor analysis with characteristics of listening tasks. Task characteristics
revealed  a  six-factor  model  underlying the Q-BELLP. refer to “variation in the purpose for listening and
The six factors accounted for 53.84% of the total variance. associated responses” [29, p. 199]. Items loading on this
A breakdown of the factors in order of the variance they factor represent learners’ beliefs about listening problems
accounted for is as follows: first factor or process associated with task type (item 56) and type of responses
(15.22%), second factor or input (10.69%), third factor or demanded when answering global (item 57) and local
listener  (10.67%),  fourth factor or task (6.74%), fifth questions (item 58).
factor or affect (5.87%) and sixth factor or context (4.65%). The fifth factor, labeled affect, consists of four items
All factors were labeled according to the variables and reflects learners’ beliefs about problems related to
included therein. A description of each factor follows. affective dimension of listening. Learners’ beliefs about

The first factor, labeled process, consists of 12 items their affective responses to instances of comprehension
and reflects learners’ beliefs about listening problems failure are reflected in items 54 and 55. Items 24 and 33
associated with different aspects of listening reflect learners’ beliefs regarding the level of anxiety they
comprehension process. Process here refers to “the way experience in L2 listening.
in which learners use different kinds of signals to interpret The sixth factor, labeled context, reflects learners’
what they hear” [29, p. 210]. In fact, items loading on this beliefs about unfavorable characteristics of the learning
factor  describe  learners’ beliefs about problems related context affecting listening comprehension. The factor
to two types of processing identified by Rubin [29], that contains two items reflecting learners’ beliefs about the
is, using cognitive and metacognitive strategies while adverse effect of distracters available in the learning
listening. Items 6, 7, 10, 11, 13, 14 and 31deal with the context  on their listening comprehension. The items
difficulties learners believe they have in applying under this factor specifically reflect learners’ belief about
cognitive strategies of between-parts inferencing, the listening difficulties caused by such contextual
prediction, personal elaboration, linguistic inferencing, features as inferior machine to play recordings (item 35)
summarization, contextualization and listening for the main and acoustically unsuitable rooms for the use of recorded
idea, respectively [5, 36, 37]. Items 3, 17, 21, 23 and 32, deal materials (item 39). Such variables, according to
with the difficulties learners believe they have in using Underwood [40], make concentration difficult and result
metacognitive strategies of planning (items 3, 17), in poor listening.
monitoring  (item  21,  32) and evaluation (item 23) [37, 38].

The second factor, labeled input, consists of nine Internal Consistency Results: To test the internal
items and represents learners’ beliefs about problems consistencies for the whole and subscales of the
related to different aspects of aural input. Input here is instrument, Cronbach’s alpha was computed based on the
defined as the  target  language  discourse   that  reaches learners’ responses. The whole scale (with 40 items) had
the learners’ auditory  system  [39]  in  unidirectional a quite high reliability coefficient of .95. The internal
listening. This factor contains learners’ beliefs about reliability  estimates  of each subscale were acceptable
problems related to such input characteristics as (Table 1), ranging from .90 for the first factor (with 12
vocabulary (item 5), speech clarity (item 18), grammatical items) to .66 for the sixth factor (with two items).
structure of the text (item 8), speech rate (item 22),
prosodic  features (item 2), accent (items 25, 1), pause DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
(item 34) and text length (item 12) [22, 29, 30].

The third factor, labeled listener, comprises 10 items The present study discussed the development and
and reflects learners’ beliefs about listeners’ validation of a questionnaire for assessing learners’
characteristics identified in the literature as having beliefs on English language listening comprehension
considerable impact on L2 learners’ listening problems which they might encounter in unidirectional
comprehension [22, 29]. The factor hence contains listening situations. For this purpose, an exploratory
learners’ beliefs about problems associated with factor analysis was used to examine the construct validity
characteristics, such as attention (items, 44, 48, 51), of the instrument administered to 580 Iranian EFL learners.
attitude   (items,   40,   53)   and memory   (items, 41, 43, The  analysis  revealed  a  six-factor  model  underlying
46, 49, 50). the   questionnaire.   These    factors    corresponded   to

and reflects learners’ beliefs about problems associated
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the major listening problems that were identified in the the literature regarding the interactive and dynamic
literature to  affect  L2  learners’ listening competence relationship that is constituted between beliefs and
[e.g., 22, 23, 29]. The factors were, in fact, reflecting the experience [24]. Of course, this is an area of inquiry which
theoretical concepts based on which the items of the requires further research.
questionnaire were developed. Furthermore, the There was another difference between what was
instrument obtained a Cronbach’s alpha of .95, which is a expected and the factors identified. Items related to
highly acceptable reliability value. Hence, it is reasonable speaker and text characteristics were associated with each
to claim that the questionnaire is a valid and reliable other under the same factor–input. This association is
measure of Iranian EFL learners’ beliefs on English meaningful because these items all described the
listening problems. However, as validity and reliability are problems related to the nature of input learners received
relative and context dependent [41], the true evidence of in unidirectional listening situations. In these situations,
reliability and validity of the questionnaire would be listening is a process of understanding spoken language
established when the instrument is used in various in a non-interactive context. The input thus consists of
empirical studies in which it is administered to different the listening text and the speakers therein.
samples, with attempts being made to validate its Given  the findings  of  the  study,  it  appears  that
structure. Such studies will contribute to further Q-BELLP can be used as a research and diagnostic tool.
evaluation and improvement of the questionnaire, a move From a research perspective, the questionnaire can be
which is strongly recommended. used by L2 researchers as a pretest/posttest to chart the

The findings of the study also revealed that the impact of a particular listening instruction on changing
results of the factor analysis were consistent with the learners’ beliefs about listening difficulties they may
findings of the previous studies investigating learners’ encounter. In this respect, learners’ responses to the
beliefs on L2 listening challenges [15, 20-22], in the sense questionnaire can help identify how effective the
that in all these studies learners attributed their problems particular listening instruction has been in helping
to several factors rather than a single contributing factor. learners overcome the problems.
This reflects the multidimensional nature of learners’ From a diagnostic perspective, the instrument can be
beliefs on listening in the target language. That is, beliefs used by language instructors at the outset of the
on L2 listening are far too complex to be captured in a language program to assess the students’ knowledge and
single dimension. This is in line with the assumptions beliefs about learning listening. When the instructors find
made earlier that language learning beliefs are out which aspects of listening are perceived by the
multidimensional and items that describe beliefs can be learners to be more problematic, they can adjust the
separated into distinct, interpretable and independent instruction to remove the obstacle.
dimensions [42]. In conclusion, it should be mentioned that although

Additionally, the results of the study illustrated that Q-BELLP was demonstrated to enjoy empirical reliability
learners viewed problems related to affective variables and validity as a measure of learners’ beliefs, it remains a
and listener characteristics as distinct categories, whereas self-report instrument. As with other self-report
researchers (e.g., 29) might view problems created by instruments, there are problems related to the
affective variables as problems related to listeners’ idiosyncratic ways in which respondents understand
characteristics. This differentiation reflects a difference in certain words or items in the questionnaire and these
learners’ and researchers’ perspectives and suggests that cannot be completely solved by validating the items [43].
this distinction should be incorporated into future studies Therefore, there is a limit to what such an instrument can
probing beliefs on listening problems. tell us about learners’ belief on the topic. As Sakui and

Another clearly distinguished category was context. Gaise [44] state, “we may have to accept the inherent
This category demonstrated how the particular context of limitations of questionnaire items—no matter how
English learning for this sample of learners could shape carefully developed, field-tested and revised they may be”
their beliefs about the listening problems that they might (p. 481). Therefore, the potential users of the Q-BELLP
encounter when listening to an English text. In fact, this should consider it as one type of instruments to gather
category illustrated how learners’ beliefs can be data  about  learners’  beliefs on listening problems and
developed and shaped by their previous language try to corroborate it with more qualitative types of data-
learning experiences obtained within a particular learning gathering  instruments  such  as interviews and think-
context. This, in turn, supports previous claims made in alouds.
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