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Listening and
Communication Concepts

Although we dont think about it, listening, the process of attending to and
attempting to understand what is said, is a matter of choice. Hearing, the
physical act of receiving sound, may not be. For example, when you are in a
crowded restaurant, you can hear other people talking around you but
instead choose to concentrate on the conversation you are having with a com-
panion.

Whenever we're in a “listening” situation, whether the speaker is a profes-
sor, a friend, a parent, or a television personality, we automatically ask our-
selves several questions:

1. Does the speaker have anything worthwhile to say?
2. What will T get out of listening to the speaker?

3. Do I have time to listen?

4. Do I wani to listen?

Listening is a skill you can develop, but, if you want to use it well, you must
want to listen.

Sometimes, however, we may want to listen and understand but are unable
to grasp the speaker’s message. Think about the first time you tried to under-
stand someone who was speaking a language or a language dialect you were

trying to learn. Answer these questions and share your experience with
your class:

1. Could you understand everything the speaker said? What did you have
trouble understanding?



2. What did you do or say if you could not understand the speaker? How did
the speaker respond?

3. Did the speaker’s accent, speed of delivery, or use of idioms or abbrevia-
tions make a difference in your ability to understand the speaker’s mes-
sage? Why? Give an example.

In this chapter, we will learn how communication works and techniques to
sharpen your listening skills.

Focusing on Listening

Let’s see for ourselves how listening works. Try these exercises:

1. Your teacher will ask a student at one end of the classroom to whisper
something to the person beside him or her. This person will then whisper
the message to the next person. Each person will pass the message on until
everyone has had an opportunity to hear the message. The last person to
hear the message must tell the class what the message is.

Now answer these questions:

a. Was the message the first person whispered the same as the message
the last person received?

b. How were the messages different?

c. Why did this happen?

d. What does this tell you about the communication process?

2. Repeat exercise #1; however, the first person should use a different mes-
sage. This time, each person should reword the message instead of merely
repeating what was said. The last person then must tell the class the mes-
sage he or she received.

Now answer these questions:

a. Was the message the first person whispered the same as the message
the last person received?

b. How were the messages different?

¢. Why did this happen?

d. What does this tell you about the communication process?

3. Choose a partner whom you don't know well. Then take turns telling each
other the following but do not take notes on what you are told.

o One thing that makes you happy.
a One thing that worries you.
o Something you have done or can do that you are proud of.

0 The name of a tree that you feel is like you and tell why (for example, a
willow tree because I am flexible).

When you have finished, tell another person what your partner has told
you about himself or herself.



Now answer these questions:

a. Could you remember all the things your partner told you?
b. Which ones did you forget? Why?

c. Which ones did you remember? Why?

d. What does this tell vou about listening?

Keys to Good Listening

The keys to good listening are the ability and willingness to pay attention. We
also need to be willing 1o analyze and to try to understand the speaker’s mes-

sage. In addition, we have to let the other person know we're interested and
are receptive to what he or she has to say.

SHOWING OUR INTEREST

Our actions show the speaker that we are interested in his or her message.
First, position yourself about 4-6 feet from the speaker during ordinary con-
versation. For intimate or very confidential conversations, people sometimes
sit as close as 2.5 feet apart. Any closer, however, would make an American
uneasy. Avoid crossing your arms in front of you or behind your head when
you are listening. Doing this may indicate that you are hostile or uninterested

Audience Inattention (Reprinted with permission)



in the speaker’s message. Maintain eye contact but don't stare. While in many
countries, direct eye contact is considered rude, in the United States it is
expected behavior. Avoid making distracting motions such as looking away,
fidgeting, yawning, and foot swinging. These show the speaker you have
lost interest.

REMOVE DISTRACTIONS

If possible, remove distractions from the listening environment. If possible,
eliminate unnecessary noises, such as radios or corridor noises. Remove phys-
ical barriers, if appropriate, by moving chairs closer or shifting to a less
formal environment. Plan the time and the place carefully. For example, a
noisy restaurant or immediately after a meal is not a good place or time to
encourage listening.

WORD CHOICE

Another way that the speaker may make his or her message clear is to choose
words that the listener can understand. The speaker should use only those
words for which he or she knows the use, proper pronunciation, and mean-
ing, and which the audience knows and understands.

Many speakers, to add variety to their presentations, will choose synonyms
from the Thesaurus, a very helpful book that lists antonyms and synonyms
for commonly used words. Although many words are given, not all will be
appropriate in the context of your presentation. Take, for example, the word
“speech” Roget’s College Thesaurus gives many synonyms, including talk,
faculty of speech, locution, parlance, vernacular, oral communication, word
of mouth, prattle, and conversation. It also gives several colloquialisms, such
as gab and pow-wow. Each of these has a particular meaning and appropriate
use. If you were talking about an informal discussion you had with your
friends on Friday evening, you might say, “We had an interesting gab session
about the new sports requirements” However, if you were speaking in a more
formal setting to your professors, you might say, “We had an interesting talk
about the new sports requirements” Your choice of synonym should be based
on the actual meaning of the synonym and the level of your audience.

LET’S PRACTICE

Use your Thesaurus to look up synonyms for each word in italics in the fol-
lowing sentences. First, choose a word that would be appropriate in an infor-
mal speaking situation, such as when you are talking with your friends. Then
choose a word that would be appropriate in a formal speaking situation, such
as when you are speaking with your professors or with businesspeople, or
when you are giving a presentation in a formal situation.



