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Listening skills: How to listen

Why we don't listen 

It is important to look at why we sometimes don't listen - whether it be a family, friend or partner. In the any relationship there may be times when you may find it difficult to listen. 

Here are some key points as to why we sometimes don't listen. 

Reactions to the speaker 

We may have a very individual reaction to a speaker based on something superficial like the way they dress or their accent. Even the mannerisms they adopt or the turns of phrase they use can be distracting or irritating and may prevent us from attending properly to what they are saying. 

Beliefs and attitudes 

Sometimes a speaker may (intentionally or unintentionally) challenge our beliefs or opinions. Our response is often to return the challenge and get into an argument or to simply disregard anything said. Effective listeners will hear the argument out and allow themselves time to make a reasoned response. 

Physical distractions
Simply being in a noisy environment can affect our ability to listen. This could be traffic noise from the street outside or the conflicting demands of other conversations going on around us to which we are half attending. Visual stimuli can also distract us and we may find we have stopped listening while we watch an something going on in the street outside. 

Selective listening 

Particularly if there is a lot of information being delivered, we may focus on what we consider to be the key points. There is also a tendency to pick up on the information delivered at the beginning and end of a talk. 

Lack of interest 

We may decide that the topic is of little interest to us and so will "tune out" without even beginning to attend. This could be a boyfriend going into the minute details of his new car or it could be a work colleague talking about a difficulty she is facing in her section. In the latter case it could be vital to know what is going on as it may affect the work we are required to do. 

My Listening Habits 

Think about your own listening habits and be very honest with yourself in completing this checklist 

	
	Quite often
	Sometimes
	Hardly ever 



	Selective listening


	
	
	

	Do you only listen to people you like? Do certain words turn you off?
	
	
	

	Do certain words turn you off?
	
	
	

	Do appearances prejudice you so it is difficult to listen objectively?
	
	
	

	Do your personal feelings prevent you from listening for the facts behind a conflict situation?
	
	
	

	Does the way a person speaks sometimes put you off?
	
	
	

	Do you "switch off' if someone speaks for a Iong time?
	
	
	

	Interruptions
	
	
	

	Do you interrupt by attempting to finish a sentence?
	
	
	

	If you are puzzled or annoyed do you keep interrupting to sort the matter out?
	
	
	

	Do you interrupt if you find someone's conversation boring ?
	
	
	

	Do you interrupt people to start talking about something else?
	
	
	

	Do you often jump to conclusions before someone has finished speaking ?
	
	
	

	Attention
	
	
	

	Do you day dream or let our mind wander?
	
	
	

	Do you forget to show you are listening ?
	
	
	

	Are you easily distracted by what is happening around you?
	
	
	

	Do you fail to "listen between the lines"?
	
	
	

	Do you show when you are irritated or annoyed?
	
	
	

	Do you show impatience when someone is annoying you?
	
	
	


Once you are aware of your listening habits, you can begin to think about ways in which you might need to change them to make your listening more effective. 

From Build on Your Skills. The Open University 

Reflecting on your own listening 

Don't spend too much time thinking about what you ought to write. Just put down your first reaction to each of the items. 

1. I am quite happy to listen to somebody when... 

2. I tend to feel friendly towards speakers who... 

3. I don't like speakers who... 

4. When I look at myself critically as a listener, I think... 

5. Irritating habits I find hard to accept in a speaker include... 

6. I can get quite negative when someone is talking about... 

7. As a listener, I get a bit uncomfortable when... 

8. I get a lot of pleasure out of listening to someone talk about... 

9. A speaker gains my respect by... 

10.I tend to concentrate on what someone is saying if... 

11. If I can't put my two penn'orth into a conversation I feel... 

12. As a listener I can get quite annoyed with myself when... 

13. Interrupting to ask questions when someone is speaking is... 

14. When I am listening to someone, I usually find myself spending most of the time... 

15. When someone is talking I think it is rude to... 

16. To become a better listener I feel I ought to... 

How to Listen Effectively

· Empathise with the other person

· Ask questions

· Be patient

· Show the other person that you want to listen

· Put the talker at ease

· Be aware of your emotions and prejudices

· Get rid of distractions

· React to ideas, not to the person

· Listen for what is not said

· Listen to how something is said

· Avoid jumping to conclusions

· Be interested
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Student Worksheet

 Move into groups of 3:

1 – Observer

1 – Talker

1 – Listener

1)  The Talker needs to talk for 2-3 minutes to the listener on an everyday topic of conversation, your course, your holiday, a hobby or interest.  [Do not choose anything personal for this exercise].

2)  The Listener must take the slip from the tutor and adopt the listening behaviour on the task sheet.

3)  The Observer should watch what is going on to note how both the talker and the listener react to each other.

4)  Change roles each time you receive a new slip so that you all get a chance to be a talker, listener and observer.

5)  Write down your feelings on the listening worksheet at the end of the exercise.
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Student Worksheet

A.       Talker       Listener      Observer         

Write brief notes.   
What did you feel?

What did you see?    

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

B.       Talker       Listener      Observer         

Write brief notes.   
What did you feel?

What did you see?    

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

C.          Talker      Listener     Observer        

Write brief notes.   
What did you feel?

What did you see? 

Exchange your slips of paper and talk about your experiences.

What have you learned from this activity?

Developing Your Listening Skills 3 Staff Copy

Roles for participants; talker and observer should not be able to tell which role the listener will adopt

A. Listening Role

Adopt good listening habits; respond to your partner with nods, mmms and short comments or a question to encourage them to continue talking to you.

Use open body language; lean forward, unfold your arms.  Look interested.  Don’t interrupt or talk over them.

……………………………………………………………………………………..

B. Listener Role

Adopt negative listening skills.  Look bored, disinterested.  Yawn, look over their shoulder, look at your watch and avoid eye contact.  Try to keep going for 2 minutes!

…………………………………………………………………………………...

C. Listener Role

Adopt negative listening habits, interrupt, argue, and disagree with your partner.  Think of ways to show you are slightly irritated.  Try to keep going for 2 minutes.
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