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INTRODUCTION

For many years, educators of young children have emphasized the importance of “learning by doing.”  The premise has been that students who are actively engaged in the learning process do better in school than those students who are merely passive participants.  At the same time, the idea of “learning by listening” has received little attention.

Educators are now beginning to realize that effective listening, especially in the early years, is dependent upon the inter-relationship of three activities: speaking, listening and doing.  Before students can “do,” they must have opportunities for intake of information and ideas usually attained from someone who is speaking.  Conversely, every act of speaking implies listening, and the ensuing intake of knowledge is necessary for any creative activity of self-expression.
Listening today, as a general skill, is difficult.  The overall decibel level of myriad sounds that surround us has increased to the point of a health hazard.  Television, a fascination for most children, has not promoted the habit of attentive listening.  Rather, either it has excited students in ways that have been detrimental to learning, or it has mesmerized them into passivity.

Since there are many reasons for skill in listening, young children must form the “habit” of listening attentively early in life.  Waiting to learn listening skills in school is too late.  Actually, even as adults, how well people succeed often depends a great deal on how well they listen, and that is dependent upon how much they have been exposed to the various functions of listening as children.
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Increasingly, the ability to listen to each other is a skill desirable for both interpersonal and international cooperation.  In schools, discriminating listening is a requisite for success – academically, athletically, socially and creatively.  Listening is the basic element of all communication skills, for it is one thing to speak but quite another to follow through upon what someone else is saying.  The skill of listening must be given more intensive attention than ever before in the history of education.

                                                                                         Charlotte G. Garman, Ed.D.

                                                                                         J. Frederick Garman, Ph.D.

                                                                                        William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS LISTENING?
Listening is the process of attaching meaning to sounds.  Although speaking is the most important communication skill, the ability to listen is more necessary in the process of learning.  More importantly, the act of skillful listening is the basis for developing intelligence.
WHEN DOES LISTENING BEGIN?

Listening begins at birth, when someone first speaks to the newborn child – one of the first communication skills a baby learns.  Although an infant’s attention span is quite brief, it does respond by gurgling, looking, turning its eyes and head and learning to recognize voices.  That is why talking often to a baby is important.  Intelligence grows only if someone speaks to a baby, eliciting a response.

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HEARING AND LISTENING?

We HEAR with our ears, but we LISTEN with our minds.  Everyday we HEAR many noises and sounds (birds singing, trucks passing, clocks ticking), yet we pay little attention to them because they are not essential to any special learning.  However, we LISTEN to sounds and voices when we want to remember specific information for later use.

WHY DO WE LISTEN?

Some reasons why we listen include 1) to learn, 2) to enjoy, 3) to act and react, 4) to appreciate, 5) to make decisions, 6) to develop attitudes and values, 7) to recognize danger, 8) to get information and 9) to develop thinking skills.  How well we listen determines how well we do at each of these tasks.
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IS THE ACT OF LISTENING A ONE-WAY OR A TWO-WAY PROCESS?
Listening is a two-way process in which both the speaker and the listener interact.  The speaker stimulates thinking, and the listener responds in an appropriate manner.  This “appropriate manner” means the kind of listening that allows the listener to think through what IS said as well as what IS NOT said.  In the two-way process, good listening reacts positively or negatively to attitudes, emotions and other information.

IS LISTENING EASY OR DIFFICULT?

Listening EFFECTIVELY is difficult, especially for young children.  In school, for example, teachers have a relatively easy job in comparison to their students.  They give information or directions and their task is largely finished.  On the other hand, students must 1) listen to the information or directions, 2) remember every detail and 3) follow through by applying the information to the directions.

WHY IS LEARNING TO REMEMBER AND APPLY INFORMATION DIFFICULT?
A number of factors can complicate listening to remember and apply information.  For example, some parents and teachers give too many directions at once.  Some children can cope with three, four or five directions and remember them for long periods.  Others, however, cannot.  They might do well if given only one or two directions at a time.

CAN GOOD LISTENING BECOME A HABIT?
Like any good habit, listening carefully can become a part of daily behavior.  Developing this habit, however, often requires help from parents and teachers.  First, it is important to get “eye attention,” because, unless children are LOOKING, they are not likely to be listening.
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HOW DO YOU GET AN UNINTERESTED CHILD TO LOOK?
You may need to turn the child’s face toward you, but be sure to do so gently and with a sense of humor.  Then speak softly but distinctly, emphasizing only one thing at a time.  By asking the child to repeat this one item, you are checking both attention and memory.  It helps, also, to check for any extraneous noises.  Poor listeners are easily distracted and tend to pay attention to every unusual sound – rather than to you.  When possible, eliminate as much disruptive noise as possible, or talk with the child when there is no noise.
HOW DOES HEALTH AFFECT LISTENING SKILLS?

Physical and mental health affects everything children do.  Children who are abused, neglected, hungry, lack sleep, live in emotionally stressed homes or live in dangerous surroundings have difficulty remembering, recalling and sticking to a task.  Other things demand their attention and affect what and how they hear.
WHAT OFTEN HAPPENS TO POOR LISTENERS?

Poor listeners receive criticism for “not paying attention,” rather than given serious help in the development of listening skills.  Under such circumstances, children often learn to “tune out” what is said rather than to “tune in” the message being imparted.

DOES IMPROVED MEMORY HELP?

Simple practice activities in memory help a great deal.  The more children learn rhymes, songs and stories, the more improved their memory skills will become.  Since applying what one hears through listening is essential to successful participation in school, work or life in general, the development of good memory is a necessary skill.
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HOW IMPORTANT IS THE SKILL OF LISTENING IN SCHOOL?

In school, a child’s chief activity is listening.  On average, students spend twice as much school time speaking, and three times as much school time listening as reading.  In too many schools, oral interaction as a response to listening receives minimal attention.  Perhaps this is why teachers complain of the “poor listening skills” of students.  It could be that students are weary of too much listening and are in need of interaction.
IS SCHOOL LISTENING ACTIVE OR PASSIVE?

Most school time is devoted to PASSIVE listening.  That is, students parrot answers as their chief response to teacher questions, or they pursue written tasks in response to teacher directions.  ACTIVE listening encourages students to react, to do their own questioning, to seek clarification, to do problem-solving activities and to become excited about learning.
HOW DOES THE TEACHER’S VOICE AFFECT LISTENING?

The teacher’s voice is often a cause of poor listening.  Shrill voices tend to make children “tune out,” while soft voices, mumbling voices and voices with accent difficulties often affect “how children hear.”  This is especially true of students seated in the rear of classrooms or too far away from the teacher.

HOW MUCH DO COMMERCIAL CURRICULUMS FOCUS ON LISTENING SKILLS?

Commercial curriculums tend to focus on listening skills on a limited basis.  All other communication skills seem to get specific attention, but rarely are listening skills given much notice in language arts programs.  Actually, listening skills in the school curriculum should receive special attention even in nursery school and kindergarten.  Practice in listening at this age develops excellent habits for later reading comprehension.  Commercial programs, for all ages, should provide auditory discrimination activities, concentration exercises, listening games, interpretative listening, creative listening and critical listening skills.
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HOW DO SOME TEACHERS DISCOURAGE THE DEVELOPMENT OF LISTENING SKILLS?
All too frequently, teachers expect close listening only to follow directions.  Although this is necessary for some school tasks, remember that listening is more than following orders.  Good listening is a two-way street; it requires give and take between teachers and students.  In too many schools, there is a minimum of simple adult-child conversations and discussions.  Students learn respect and consideration for others when their ideas receive attention.  In turn, this leads to improved listening skills.

HOW ARE LISTENING SKILL IMPROVED?
Like many things, becoming a good listener takes practice; information and directions are not enough.  Teachers tend to pay much attention to such things as “beginning sounds” or “alphabet sounds,” but they rarely give students practice in “sequential auditory skills,” a sequence of auditory skills that can improve anyone’s listening skills.

DO LISTENING SKILLS DEVELOPED IN CHILDHOOD CONTINUE?

After sixth grade, children’s listening skills deteriorate unless practice is continued.  That is why a variety of activities to maintain efficiency in listening is essential throughout the educational process.  In sixth grade, as well as afterwards, students need more active than passive listening.  Active pursuits within the educational process tend to keep students interested in school.

HOW CAN PARENTS PROMOTE LISTENING SKILLS IN CHILDREN?

First, parents must learn and practice the art of listening.  This means role-modeling good listening habits.  Do not expect children to listen to you if you rarely listen to them.  This may require stopping a moment when a child has something exciting, important or even upsetting to tell you.  Some parents sit down and talk with their children as soon as they arrive home from school, during an after-school snack or during an evening meal.  If this is not possible, then any moment in the day will do.  Time to talk with and listen to your children is far more important than attending to cooking, cleaning or other tasks.
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AUDITORY PERCEPTION ACTIVITIES
The ability to listen involves a complex process known as “auditory perception,” and includes 1) discrimination, 2) reception, 3) memory, 4) comprehensions and 5) closure.  If a child’s listening skills need improvement in any of these areas, his or her overall capabilities may be affected.  The following suggestions provide a sequence of skills (from easy to complex) in each area of auditory perception.  Working your way through these sequences will help you to spot areas that may benefit from special attention.

DISCRIMINATION

· Localizes direction of sound

· Identifies familiar voices

· Discriminates environmental sounds

· Discriminates between animal sounds

· Attends to a specific sound in a noisy environment

· Identifies familiar voices other than family members

· Identifies pairs of sounds as the same or different

· Identifies pairs of words as the same or different

· Distinguishes between rhyming words

· Discriminates the position of a sound in words

RECEPTION

· Responds to her or his name

· Responds to a familiar song by doing action

· Follows simple verbal directions without visual cues

· Identifies simple animal sounds

· Recognizes environmental sounds

· Recognizes verbal absurdities

· Repeats simple facts of a story

· Follows a three-stage command
· Identifies objects by verbal descriptions
· Repeats a story in sequence

MEMORY

· Repeats syllables

· Repeats animal sounds

· Repeats a two-word sentence

· Sings part of a familiar song

· Repeats three digits

· Repeats sequence of four related words
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MEMORY (CONTINUED)

· Repeats sequence of three unrelated words

· Repeats a six-word sentence

· Supplies a missing numeral in rote counting

· Repeats an eight-word sentence

COMPREHENSION
· Points to named body parts

· Points to pictures

· Answers the question “What’s your name?”

· Understand and demonstrates directions requiring specific responses

· Demonstrates understanding of actions

· Demonstrates understanding of colors
· Understands classifications

· Answers logical questions about function

· Understands prepositions

· Begins to understand abstract terms

· Begins to understand remote events

· Begins to comprehend time

· Demonstrates an understanding of numbers

· Completes opposite analogies

· Comprehends directional commands

CLOSURE

· Supplies the missing part of a song
· Supplies the missing part of a familiar story

· Supplies the missing word in a simple related sentence

· Identifies partially spoken words

· Completes a sentence logically

· Corrects nonsense statements

· Completes short poems with appropriate rhyming words
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A SIMPLE SEQUENCE OF

LISTENING SKILLS

Developing effective listening skills takes time and follows a sequence.  Successfully accomplish each skill before introducing new ones.  The following list identifies the necessary steps in developing listening skills and provides examples of activities appropriate for each skill level.

LISTEN AND IDENTIFY – Children will identify sounds that are part of their daily environment (mother calling, dog barking, music playing)
LISTEN AND LOCATE – Children will associate a common sound with its source (doorbell, radio, television, car horn)

LISTEN AND REMEMBER/REPEAT – Children will remember and repeat songs, poems, rhymes, choral speech and finger plays (“I’m a Little Tea Pot”  “Old MacDonald had a farm”)

LISTEN AND IMITATE – Children will recall desired responses to specific questions or ideas (“How old are you?”  “What’s your name?”  “Name your body parts.”)

LISTEN AND DISCRIMINATE – Children will do the following 1) associate the spoken word with correct pictures or parts of pictures, 2) match a tone or tones, 3) recognize and give words that rhyme, 4) tell the opposite of given words, 5) indicate whether words, series of words or sentences are alike or different, 6) recognize differences in pitch or loudness, 7) move to music with emphasis on the beat of the music, 8) move creatively to various forms of music, 9) complete sentences and 10) complete analogies.

LISTEN AND DECIDE – Children will listen, think and decide on a course of action (”Put your cup where it belongs” “Wash your hands”  “Turn around”)
LISTEN AND COMPARE – Children will listen, think and compare (“Please go to the kitchen and bring me the biggest apple”)

LISTEN AND DO – Children will simply follow directions without repeating the instruction (Please bring me a pencil”)
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TIPS FOR TEACHING YOUNG CHILDREN EFFECTIVE LISTENING SKILLS

Listening is a two-way process.  Teaching young children effective listening skills requires effective speaking skills on the part of the speaker.  Being an effective speaker requires understanding the following facts.
RECOGNIZE THAT LISTENING IS FATIGUING

· Listening requires concentration and active thinking

· The listener must determine the speaker’s purpose, central ideas and related details

· The listener must make inferences

· The listener must evaluate what she or he has heard and restructure it according to her or his beliefs on the subject

ACCEPT THAT A GOOD LISTENER MUST BE SOCIALLY MATURE AND EMOTIONALLY STABLE

· The listener must be able to refuse distractions

· The listener must maintain an open mind, hearing the speaker through to the end

· When the speaker pauses, the listener cannot pause, too; he or she must take inventory of what has been said and what has been implied

REMEMBER THAT

· Listening cannot be forced; you must entice the listener; you must get and keep the listener’s attention

· Listening is related to one’s pattern of courtesy

· Listening demands inner motivation

· Listening demands SELF-LISTENING (tape-record and listen to yourself)
ASK YOURSELF THESE QUESTIONS

· Do I make sure my audience is ready to listen before I begin?

· Do I have my materials well organized before I start to speak?

· Do I give clear directions, making sure children understand them?

· Do I know my objective, make my point and stick to it?
· Do I present materials in an interesting way?

· Do I deal quietly with distractions and interruptions?

· What kind of listening do I want (critical, creative, provocative)?

· Do I listen to the children when they have something to say?

· Do I repeat directions for those children who cannot follow directions in a group?

· Do I note the students who obviously need another type of activity and provide accordingly?
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CONDITIONS THAT
 INFLUENCE LISTENING
A child’s ability to listen depends on a number of conditions, both internal and external.  Some of these conditions are controllable while others are not; therefore, the better the environment, the more effective the listening.  The following are some of the conditions that influence listening.

PHYSICAL CONDITIONS

· Abuse (mental or physical)

· Annoying habits of the speaker (tics, tapping, pacing, pulling hair)

· Excessive heat or cold

· Fatigue

· Hearing loss or impairment

· Hunger

· Noise and other distractions

· Poor physical health or condition

· Volume of the speaker’s voice

PSYCHOLOGICAL CONDITIONS

· Ability to focus on important information and “screen out” useless material
· Ability to process information at varying rates (the child must match the speaker’s pace)

· Attention span of the listener

· Attitude about the speaker’s subject

· Demeanor of the speaker (accepting or threatening)

· Intellectual ability

· Listener’s interest in the subject matter

· Poor mental health

· Voice inflection of the speaker

BACKGROUND CONDITIONS

· Amount of encouragement given to the listener

· Past experience in and exposure to listening

· Positive or negative past listening experiences

· Readiness for the planned listening program

· Sufficient vocabulary and knowledge to recognize and proceed with expectations
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HOW PARENTS CAN TEACH YOUNG CHILDREN

EFFECTIVE LISTENING SKILLS AT HOME

Parents play the most important role in teaching young children effective listening skills.  By following these simple suggestions, parents can improve the potential that their children will become effective listeners.

· Talk often with your baby in infancy

· Read, say and sing poems, rhymes and songs with your children

· Converse with your children daily

· Give SIMPLE directions at home

· Ask questions of your children

· Praise your children for following directions or achieving tasks

· Give your children varied experiences

· Keep your child rested and physically fit

· Read, read, read to your children and ask them about what has been read

· Encourage ideas based on what your children have heard

HOW EDUCATORS CAN TEACH YOUNG CHILDREN

EFFECTIVE LISTENING SKILLS AT SCHOOL
Educators play the second most important role in teaching young children effective listening skills.  By following these simple suggestions, educators can improve the possibility that their students will become effective listeners.
· Check ears; test for hearing proficiency

· Teach initial listening skills through games, stories, songs

· Start simply with just one direction or one goal

· Add directions and goals as students progress

· Plan activities in each area of auditory skills

· Test for various levels of listening skills; remediate problems

· Explain whenever there is confusion, misunderstanding or misinformation

· Maintain a calm classroom environment; listening and doing are much easier when there are few distractions

· Set a good example by listening closely to students and showing your genuine interest and concern

· Make sure students receive equal amounts of concentration exercises, interpretative listening, creative listening and auditory discrimination activities; just “following directions” is NOT a listing program
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SOURCES OF HELP OR INFORMATION
ABOUT LISTENING
The following is a partial list of agencies and professionals to contact for help or information about listening.  The first list contains local agencies and professionals who may provide direct help.  The second list contains national agencies that offer information.  Refer to the telephone book for local agencies and professionals.
LOCAL AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS

SCHOOL DISTRICT – All school districts have departments of communications, language arts and reading.  Their curriculums include varying degrees of listening-centered activities.  Children with listening problems should receive special attention from specialists in these departments.

Telephone #

AUDIOLOGIST/PEDIATRICIAN/SPEECH THERAPIST – These specialists can diagnose if the cause of a child’s poor listening skills is physical.

Telephone #

PSYCHIATRIST/PSYCHOLOGIST – These professionals can conduct tests to determine if a child’s poor listening skills have a psychological basis.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association

www.asha.org
International Listening Association

www.listen.org
National PTA

www.pta.org
National Education Association

www.nea.org
U.S. Department of Education

www.ed.gov
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