Listening:  A Vital Skill

Journal article by Kenneth C. Petress; Journal of Instructional Psychology, Vol. 26, 1999
Author Kenneth C. Petress offers the following list of common “Good Listener” traits.  The author suggests that you see how many of these traits you commonly exhibit and try to attach them to specific, clear examples of your own or other’s behavior so that you can actualize and describe yourself and/or others as “good listeners.” 

1. Good listeners pay close attention to individual inferences, facts, and judgments and are able to later make useful and logical connections between what they have heard on multiple occasions. 

2. Good listeners give clear non-verbal evidence to speakers that they are listening attentively. Such evidence includes: a forward lean toward the speaker rather than a too casual/dismissive lean away from a speaker; maintenance of eye contact; and a lack of dismissive or inattentive fidgeting.

3. Good listeners give clear verbal evidence to speakers that they are listening attentively. Such evidence includes: constructive feedback; being able and willing to provide speaker's content, intent, and feeling paraphrasing; being able to question for clarification, amplification, and refinement; and respectfully and relevantly probing or challenging statements/questions after a speaker's comments are finished.

4. Good listeners and ethical speakers respect each other. Respect is shown, in part, by an inclusive, friendly, and sharing tone rather than an exclusionary, hostile, and condescending tone; the presence of attribution for claims made rather than implicitly suggesting claims are universal or one's own when that is not true.
5. Good listeners do not exaggerate, distort, repeat out of context, or unfairly juxtapose what others have said.

6. Good listeners are able to detect, in speakers, atypical baseline communication -- by tone, vocabulary, sentence structure, and voice quality dimensions -- and are willing/ able to seek out verification and reasons for such changes in communicator behavior. Not to check out atypical awareness is to accept what might be deception, confusion, or obfuscation.

7. Good listeners are able to determine -- either by what is said, inferred, or determined through probing -- a speaker's motive, personal involvement, self interest, intensity, and expectation(s) of listeners.
8. Good listeners are able and willing to offer speakers, when they have completed their turn, responsive, honest, clear, unambiguous, timely, respectful, and relevant acknowledgement to what they have said.

This is not an exhaustive listening skill list; however, it points out that listening is not to be taken lightly nor is it a simple matter. Listening is a skill; one that can be learned and improved upon no matter one's age, gender, education, or previous skill level. Like any skill, if it is allowed to go unused, it will atrophy. By closely observing what good listeners in our midst do and how they do it, we can sharpen our own listening skills. Most good listeners know what they do and are typically willing to share their methods with interested others.

