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BASIC LISTENING SKILLS

Basic listening skills are critical to any teaching or tutoring situation.  They are the skills that build the relationship and allow other things to happen.

The skills are:

· Attending and good listening
Attention is shown by eye contact, the way in which you sit in your chair, the way in which you are patient with the student, and show that the time (within boundaries) is theirs.

Good listening involves getting behind the surface words to the meanings and emotions that are not being overtly expressed.

Indications to the student of poor listening are where you suddenly break in, and more particularly when you use phrases like “Oh yes me too, I ….” – the “me too” unhelpful comment.

Another unhelpful comment is “If I were you …..”

These comments switch focus from the student to the listener, and indicate that you are not with the student but somewhere else in your thinking.

· Active listening
When someone comes to you to talk something over, you can help first of all by really listening to what they have to say.  By giving your full attention to that person, and concentrating on what they are saying, you help them to feel accepted and understood.  This way of listening also stops you from taking on the burden of trying to find answers for them.

ACTIVE LISTENING is very different from normal social conversation, where we are often waiting for someone else to finish talking whilst planning what we are going to say next – and are mostly failing to hear what is being said in the meantime!  This is quite often acceptable in everyday circumstances, but when someone is worried or unhappy, it can leave them feeling frustrated, left out, or even rejected.

Really listening carefully to another person needs a great deal of concentration, and if you are thinking hard about your responses, only part of what they are saying can be taken in.  So you need to try to hold back your own thoughts and judgements while listening, which is not always easy.

It is important to show the other person in some way that you are listening carefully to them, and that you are trying to understand what they are saying.  One way of doing this is to REFLECT BACK what you hear which helps them to feel understood, and gives them a chance to check if that was what they really meant.

You can repeat what you hear, perhaps in a few words, or PARAPHRASE it in your own words (being careful to try to express their meaning) or you can just pick up on a word of phrase.

The defining characteristics of a good paraphrase are that:

· It is brief

· It contains both facts and feelings

· It is focused on the student’s experience

A paraphrase should not be:

Insincere

· Judgemental

· A request for specific new information

· An interpretation (go beyond what the student has shared)

· A subtle leading of the student

· An example from your own life

· Much more or much less intense than what the student was feeling

· Initiated with “what I hear you saying is ….”!

It is often useful to SUMMARISE the main points now and again, which helps the student to focus and concentrate on what is important to them.

· Questioning

The inexperienced listener is afraid to allow and use silences (and uses instead too many of the types of questions that do not lead the student to open up).

Silence is owned.  It belongs to listener or student.  Inexperienced listeners take responsibility for filling any gap, regardless of whose it is.  Silence which belongs to the student is theirs to fill (within reason), and given it they will often begin to fill it by more reflection about the topic in hand.  It is too easy for the listener to jump into these gaps with a quick, unhelpful and diverting question because we cannot tolerate the silence.

Our own silence is useful too to suggest periods of reflection on the words just spoken by the student, indicating attention and thoughtfulness.  Skilful use of silence by the listener can also give an air of tentativeness and gentleness to the whole interaction.

Some types of question:

· Closed questions are least helpful.  They invite a short answer, often “yes” or “no”, they do not lead the student to open up, and may often turn out to be for our benefit rather than the student’s.

· Open questions are much more useful – “How do you feel about that ….?” Rather than “Do you feel sad/happy etc about it?”  Another example might be:  
“Are you going to tell your parents?” invites “yes” or “no”, whereas “What do you feel about telling your parents?” invites a discussion of the point.

· Unhelpful aspects of questioning skills are:

· Continual closed questioning

· Probing questions for the sake of your curiosity

· Leading questions (“Don’t you think …?”)

· “Why” questions – they can make students feel defensive;  often if they knew “why”, they wouldn’t have a problem!

We should be asking ourselves every so often for whose benefit we are asking the questions.  Inexperienced listeners usually ask too many questions and give the student insufficient time for thought.

COMMUNICATIONS – BLOCKS TO LISTENING
There are 12 blocks to listening:  you will find your favourite among them.  This is NOT a good or bad thing.  Blocks simply get in the way of effective listening.

COMPARING.  Mine is better, worse, the same as yours.  If they did it my way…!  Boy if they think that is tough, let me tell you how tough it can be.  It is hard to listen to their experience if you are constantly comparing.  Stops compassion.

MIND READING.  Constantly drawing conclusions based on vague misgivings, hunches or projections.  “They probably think I’m dumb – they don’t really want to talk to me”.  We are more concerned about OUE feelings than they are!

REHEARSING.  “Looking” interested while you are busy rehearsing your responses to their words.  You have a point to make, a story to tell, or an objection to interject.  You spend your time ready to rebut, defend or manoeuvre your ideas.

FILTERING.  The object here is to avoid problems.  If you are afraid of anger you will pay attention to “angry” signs – perceiving none, your mind wanders.  You listen enough to see if a particular problem is coming, if not you fog out.

JUDGING.  Almost everybody’s favourite.  Quick judgements based on our own prejudice or opinion allow us to write off someone as stupid, uninformed, a pinko, a hippie, or whatever.  Judgement is best done after knowing background.

DREAMING.  Their words trigger your own private thoughts and associations and away you go!  “I just got back from San Francisco and I …..” and you are gone back to the time when you ….  And when you “return” they are talking about something else.

IDENTIFYING.  Everything they say triggers your experiences about a similar incident and, unrestrained, you launch happily into your own story about you.

ADVISING.  Another all-time favourite.  While you are giving great advice on how to solve this or that, you are missing their pain or joy, haven’t acknowledged their situation.  You haven’t “been” there.  They are alone in their joy or pain.

SPARRING.  Often starts with looking for things with which to be disagreeable.  Continues with put-downs and discounts.  “Are you still doing that?”  “You don’t know what you are talking about” or more subtle versions, and ends badly.

BEING RIGHT.  Low self esteem means you have trouble with criticism or corrections so you go to great lengths in order to be “right”.  You may override others with a loud voice, insults, twisting facts, rigidity and other tactics.

DERAILING.  Two fast ways to derail somebody:  (1) an abrupt change of subject when you get uncomfortable or bored, (2) “joke-it-off” – nothing is serious

PLACATING.  Of course, yes really, terrific, incredible, right, wow.  You want to liked at almost any price – agree with everything – feed them mush.

(Adapted from Messages: The Communications Book, M.McKay, California).  No full publication details available but it is stated it can be copied and used as freely as you wish.

ON LISTENING

By Ralph Roughton

When I ask you to listen to me and you start by giving advice

you have not done what I asked.

When I ask you to listen to me and you begin to tell me why I shouldn’t feel that way, you are trampling on my feelings.

When I ask you to listen to me and you feel you have to do something to solve my problem, you have failed me, strange as it may seem.

Listen !   All I ask is that you listen, not talk or do

…………Just hear me

When you do something for me that I can and need to do for myself,

you contribute to my fear and inadequacy.

And I can do for myself.  I’m not helpless.

Maybe discouraged and faltering, but not helpless.

But when you accept as simple fact that I do feel what I feel, no matter how irrational, then I can stop trying to convince you and get about the business of understanding what’s behind this irrational feeling.

And when that’s clear, the answers are obvious and I don’t need advice.

Irrational feelings make sense when we understand what’s behind them.

So, please listen and just hear me.  And, if you want to talk, wait a minute for your turn, and I’ll listen to you.

Edited version printed from the American Friends Journal October 1984.

LISTENING

You are not listening to me when ….

· You do not care about me

· You say you understand before you know me well enough

· You have an answer for my problem before I’ve finished telling you what my problems is

· You cut me off before I’ve finished speaking

· You finish my sentences for me

· You find me boring and don’t tell me

· You feel critical of my vocabulary, grammar or accent

· You are dying to tell me something

· You tell me about your experience making mine seem unimportant

· You are communicating to someone else in the room

· You refuse my thanks by saying you really haven’t done anything

You are listening to me when ….

· You come quietly into my private world and let me be me

· You really try to understand me even if I’m not making much sense

· You grasp my point of view even when it’s against your own sincere convictions

· You realise that the hour I took from you has left you a bit tired and drained

· You allow me the dignity of making my own decisions even though you think they may be wrong

· You do not take my problem from me, but allow me to deal with it in my own way

· You hold back your desire to give me good advice

· You do not offer me religious solace when you sense I am not ready for it

· You give me enough room to discover for myself what is really going on

· You accept my gift of gratitude by telling me how good it makes you feel to know that you have been helpful

Contributed by The Bloemfontein Samaritans in South Africa.

Note:

The stages are not necessarily sequential and linear in that helping relationships do not always start at the beginning and end at the end.  In exploring the issues confronting them, students will often move from one stage to another, back and forth, and effective helping needs to be fluid and flexible.

Egan, G. (1994) The Skilled Helper: a Problem Management Approach to Helping.  Pacific Grove:  Brooks/Cole Publishing Company (361.323)
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