Are You Listening?
Phyllis Kemp Worden

Most of us spend about 45 per cent of our time listening. To be
effective communicators, we must be effective listeners. We remember only
half of what we hear immediately after listening. We can learn by listen-
ing; it gives us time to think; it can help solve problems; it can help us
make better decisions and give us self-confidence; it can help us persuade
others. With conscious practice of good listening habits, the time we spend
listening can be productive and creative.

Do you realize it’s now possi-
ble for the human voice to reach the
ear of a listener anywhere in the
world in a fraction of a second?*
However, hearing a voice doesn’t
mean you’re listening or understand-
ing that voice. As you listen, you ac-
cumulate sounds bit by bit, identify
short sound sequences as words or
phrases, and then translate these se-
quences into meaning, If you don’t
receive the message and properly
decode it, the communication pro-
cess breaks down. Effective commu-
nication requires the interaction of
two or more people.

To be an effective communica-
tor, you must be an effective lis-
tener. Physiological studies indicate
that when you're really listening,
your heart beats faster and your

blood circulates more quickly. In
some cases body temperature may
rise slightly.?

Listening Is Important

Listening is important in every-
day communication. Rankin,2® in
early listening research, found that
Americans spend about 30 per cent
of the time they devote to language

each day in speaking, 16 per cent in
reading, 9 per cent in writing, and
45 per cent in listening. Today, lis-
tening plays even a greater part be-
cause of the emphasis on mass com-
munication via radio, television, and
recordings.

Consider the amount of time
you devote each day to listening.
You listen to people who come into
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the office with a problem. You listen
to questions, complaints, and com-
ments over the telephone. You listen
to questions asked by meeting partic-
ipants or other professionals. You
listen to your secretary as she con-
veys important messages or direc-
tions. You listen to co-workers or
friends.

In addition to listening for in-
formation or facts, listening can
help you personally. Haney* says
there is evidence that sensitive lis-
tening can be an effective tool in
changing a person’s personality. He
suggests that listening often changes
personal attitudes towards yourself
and others, and you may even look
at life differently. People who have
been listened to in a sincere way
often become more mature, more
democratic, more open to personal
experiences, and less defensive and
authoritarian. Listening is a growth
experience in many ways.®

What Is Listening?

Listening is often discussed on
three levels—hearing, listening, and
auding.® The lowest level is hearing.
In hearing you comprehend the spo-
ken word, but do not react to it.
You may often “half-listen” or just
barely follow the train of thought.
Hearing is when speech in the form
of sound waves is received and
modified by the listener’s ear—you
realize your secretary is talking to
you, but you’re too busy with other
things to listen to her.

Listening, the second level, is
paying attention in more detail. It is
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becoming more aware of sound se-
quences, but with very little re-
sponse—you watch your co-worker
as he speaks, but you don’t give any
visual clues such as a smile or a nod
to indicate youre really hearing
him.

Auding, the highest level of lis-
tening, is when you listen most at-
tentively and form associations with
related items from your background
or experience. Auding involves one
or more avenues of thought—index-
ing, comparing, noting meaningful
sequences, and forming sensory
impressions. It may include an audi-
tory response in agreement or dis-
agreement. Auding is critical, appre-
ciative, and creative listening.

Are You Listening?

Are you guilty of assuming you
know how to listen? Reading, writ-
ing, and speaking are learned and
practiced at home and in school, but
very little instruction is given in the
art of listening. Research has shown
that you can improve listening com-
prehension at least 25 per cent by
improving poor listening habits
you’ve developed over the years.”

The listener controls most of
the information a speaker will share.
You can easily encourage him to
share information by looking at
him, smiling, nodding, and giving
your undivided attention. Paying at-
tention and looking at the speaker is
not just a courtesy; it’s the best way
to really hear what he has to say.
On the other hand, you can cut
short a communication by lifting an
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eyebrow, yawning, or by looking be-
yond or away from the speaker.

Do you take advantage of the
thought/speech speed ratio, or does
your mind wander while the speaker
is talking? The average American
speaks about 125-150 words per
minute. The brain, however, is able
to receive and decode messages
much quicker—about 500 words
per minute. Possibly your mind
wanders during this time lapse. Did
I lock the car door? Did I mail that
letter? Where did I leave that re-
port? Let’s see, I'll need a projector,
screen, extension cord, paper . ...
Avoid thinking about other things
when listening. If your mind wanders,
force yourself to make it short so
you won’t miss an important
thought, fact, or idea.

How well do you remember
things you’ve heard? Nichols,® after
conducting listening research on stu-
dents at the University of Minne-
sota, concludes that the average per-
son remembers only half of what he
has heard immediately after listen-
ing to someone, no matter how
carefully he thought he had listened.
Two months afterward he remem-
bers only 25 per cent. Nichols also
found that 95 out of 100 males are
better listeners than females and
that students who come from farm
families are the best listeners.?

Physical or psychological dis-
comforts or disturbances may lure
your mind away from the speaker.
A monotonous, droaning, or un-
pleasant voice may deter your lis-
tening by creating auditory fatigue
or temporary hearing loss. Listening

is often hindered by noise or dis-
traction inside or outside the room
or building; by glaring or depressing
color schemes, poor ventilation, in-
adequate lighting systems, or offen-
sive odors.

In one study, college students
listed over 170 different deterrents
to listening.’® Some common ones
are words with emotional overtones
such as divorce, taxes, death, Com-
munism, Vietnam, civil rights, pov-
erty. Other common words sug-
gested as deterrents to listening in-
clude computerize, fellow-traveler,
square, mother-in-law, mod, cool,
beat, hippie, black power.* As an
extension worker, you may have a
deaf spot to such words as program
planning, resource development,
budget, low-income, monthly report.

Improve Listening Habits

It’s possible to develop good
listening habits. According to Ni-
chols and Stevens'? you can become
a better listener by developing your
ability to concentrate on what is
being said. For example, for one
minute of every hour try to give
your fullest listening attention to a
person talking, even if it’s a four-
year-old. If there’s no one available,
pick a sound such as an airplane, a
bird’s song, or a humming machine.
Then put everything else out of your
mind and concentrate on that
sound. Such concentration is harder
than you think, but it should greatly
improve your listening proficiency.
Practice won’t make you a perfect
listener, but it can make you a more
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effective listener. It will pay off in
better communication, closer friend-
ships, increased efficiency, and per-
haps a salary increase.

The following ideas might help

improve your listening habits:

Improve conditions that affect
your hearing: Provide an ade-
quate room or listening environ-
ment; remove physical and men-
tal distractions; provide adequate
lighting.

Create a climate for listening:
Prepare yourself the best you can
for listening. Remember listen-
ing is hard work. Show your
speaker you’re listening by using
Pproper responses.

Practice sincere concentrated lis-
tening: If during a speech you
take notes, jot down only key
words or phrases so you don’t
miss some important points or
ideas the speaker is making. Put
away papers, knitting, and other
items that distract you or your
neighbors.

Take advantage of the thought/
speech speed ratio: Make associa-
tions, but don’t let your mind
wander. Listen for key points and
ideas. Facts, statistics, and ex-
amples are important, but are not
usually the speaker’s main points.
Dor’t judge the speaker too
quickly: React to the speaker’s
ideas not to him as a person. Lis-
ten with a purpose and concen-
trate on what he’s saying. Don’t
assume he’s using the words the
same way you might use them.
Recognize that you can improve
your listening skills: Practice

Worden: Are You Listening?

won’t make perfect, but it will
help you. If you don’t understand
a comment, ask for clarification
rather than skipping over it.
Empathize with the speaker: It
may help to put yourself in his
place. You appreciate a good lis-
tener, so let him appreciate your
skills as a good listener.

Listen 1o how the speaker says it:
You may be concentrating so
hard you miss the importance of
speaker’s emotional reactions and
attitudes to what he has said.
How he says it may change the
meaning.
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