
{114}

LISTENING SKILLS

UNIT–1

LISTENING SKILLS

1·0 Objective :
At the end of the unit, you will be able to
 Distinguish between Hearing and Listening.
 Develop techniques for active listening.
 Overcome barriers to listening.
 Identify ground rules for linking listening and speaking.

1·1 Introduction :
Listening is one of the core interpersonal skills. We spend an average of 70%

of our time engaged in some form of communication. Of this an average of 45% is
spend in l istenning, compared to 30% in speaking, 16% reading and 9%
writing(Adler, R. 2001).

Listening is an effective tool in our social and professional life. Some professions
require specialized listening techniques for e.g. a psychologist may have to hear what
is not being said to arrive at a conclusion, a judge has to take recourse to evaluative
listening to pass a judgement, a doctor has to listen carefully to the symptoms of a
patient to prescribe a medicine. Successful businessman and managers of reputed
companies consider listening as a poweful tool of communication. It would not be an
exaggeration to say that effective listening skills is the hallmark of a good
professional.
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1·2 Hearing and Listening :
Although we use the two words–hearing and listening synonymously for ELT

learners, it is  essential to distinguish between the two. Most people lead to think that
listening is a natural ability and cannot be improved upon. Because of this attitude listening
as a skill does not find an important place in communication skills development
programmes designed by professionals for enhancing the efficiency level of the
organisation.

Hearing is a physiological process in which the sounds emnating from a source
within a certain range strike the eardrums causing a vibration which the auditory nerves
then convey to the brain to receive the message. Like breathing hearing is a natural process
and is constant while we are awake. In the course of the day we hear several sounds–the
sound of traffic outside the window, the sound of footsteps in the corridors, the distant cry
of hawkers, the raised voice of children in the playground–without letting it interfere with
our work. This does not require a conscious effort and no physical effort is required as in
speaking or writing.

But listening is hearing plus something more. It is hearing with a purposeful,
meaningful understanding and demands intellectual effort. When we begin to pay
close attention to what we hear and interpret the contents in the context of our back
ground, experience and expectations, we step into, the domain of listening. This
does not imply that we are no longer hearing the words on sounds. Listening is both
a physiological as well as a cognitive process, a step up the ladder from merely
hearing.

In a speech situation, particularly if the speech is long, we begin with cognitive
listening and then slide back to hearing. Then we consciously alert our minds and go back
to listening again. It is difficultt to realise at what point of time in the continuum of this
sensory experience, hearing transforms itself into listening and vice versa. There is no
clear line of demarcation between hearing and listening. One probable reasons for this
phenomenon is that listening consumes more energy and so tires us sooner than hearing
does. So we revert from listening to hearing.

So we see that hearing refers to the sounds that you hear whereas listening requires
focus. Listening means paying attention not only to the narration but also how it is told,
the use of voice and language and the non verbal clues the narrator displays.
1·3 The Art of Active Listening :

Active listening is the technique of sifting and exploring what people are saying so
that you and they know that the right message has been received and recorded. The objective
is to get inside the other person’s skin to understand the situation from their perspective. It
is not necessarily about solving a problem or reaching a decision. It is more to do with
gaining information or creating a climate where communication is an interactive affair. Active
listening involves many subtle responses both verbal and non verbal.
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Som of the ground rules of active listening are to–
 Avoid saying you understand when you don't or when you are uncertain.
 Accept the right of the other person to have viwpoints which may differ from

your own. By having an open mind we can fully emphasize with the speaker.
 Avoid jumping in with your own ideas, opinions and stories as with immediate

counter-arguments or criticism.
 Concentrate on listening and getting more information.
 Rely on open ended questions.
 Try to listen to the broad ideas being mentioned and pay attention to the details

when absolutely necessary.
 Listen with your eyes and all other senses as well as with your ears. Watch out for

verbal signals, they often include more information about the meaning of what
someone is saying than the words.

1·4 Techniques of Active Listening :
In order to listen effectively you need to use more than your ears. A good listener

will listen to what is being said but also to what is being left unsaid or partially said.
Effective listening involves observing body lenguage and noticing inconsistency between
verbal and non verbal messages. If someone says she/he is happy or everything is fine in
their life but through gritted teeth or tears filling their eyes you should consider that the
verbal and the non verbal messages are in conflict. They may not mean what they say.

The techniques of active lestening focuses on the following points :
 Prepare yourself to listen–Relax, focus on the speaker, put other things out of

your minds and concentrate on the message that is being communicated.
 Put the speaker at ease and help him to feel free to speak. Nod or use other gestures

or words to encourage them to continue. Show that you understand what is being
said. Maintain eye contact but do not stare.

 Focus on what is being said. Don't scribble, look out of the window or shuffle
papers. These signals disrupt the listening process and imply that you are bored
and distracted.

 Be patient and don't jump to fill in any pause with your views. A pause, even a
long pause does not mean that the speaker has finished.
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 Listen to the tone. Volume and tone are indicators to what the speaker is saying.
A good speaker will use volume and tone to their advantage and keep the audience
attentive. Pitch, tone and volume of voice helps understand the emphasis of what
is being said.

 Listen for ideas, not just words. You need to get the whole picture not just isolated
bits and pieces. One of the most difficult aspects of listening is the ability to link
together pieces of information to reveal the idea of others. With proper
concentration, letting go of distractions and clear focus this becomes easier.

1·5 Let Us Sum Up :
In this unit we have learnt to—
 Differentiate between hearing and listening.
 Focus on variation of pitch, tone and volume to understand what is being said.
 Adapt the art of active listening.
 Follow the techniques of active listening.




