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Developing Listening Skills
This area of literacy development is very high on my priority list, yet I feel is the most neglected of all! So many teachers waste time and energy telling a child to listen, even shouting orders to children to listen, but do they actually think about the fact that children need to be taught how to listen? And how do you tell that a child is listening….. really listening? Well, those pupils who are chatting to friends or engaging their concentration on something elsewhere in the classroom are obviously not listening….or are they? And what about those pupils, who have developed the skill of looking as if they are listening, with eyes on the speaker and an attentive expression on their faces, and yet they are far away in a world of their own? Many teachers are fooled by this, yet when the question and answer session comes, teachers can often realise that the children simply were not listening…or then again is it that they were listening but not understanding? So you can see why I give this area such high priority.

But before we start we must be aware that there could well be some children whose listening skills are impaired. There could be a physiological reason for this which would benefit from medical intervention, or the child could suffer from an allergy that blocks his sinuses or upper respiratory track and this impairs his hearing. This can go unnoticed, and teachers can only begin to recognise a possible problem when such a child mis hears, or finds learning letter sounds difficult. 
In such cases, teachers can help by:- 

1) moving the child nearer to the sound, at the front of the class when there is blackboard work going on, in a story corner when it is news time or story book time etc.
2) giving the child as much eye contact as possible to assess the quality of the communication taking place

3) articulating well and never mumbling

4) avoiding talking to the class when facing away from them…like when giving instructions whilst writing on the blackboard.

4) standing away from a position where they have a light behind them, because the child then has a better view of the teacher’s mouth for lip reading

5) using visual stimuli when explaining, so the child can take clues from this. This could be hand movements by the teacher, a drawing on the board, a picture held up.

AND THE GREAT ADVANTAGE OF CATERING FOR PUPILS WITH IMPAIRED HEARING, (AS WITH MANY OTHER SPECIAL NEEDS) IS THAT ALL THESE TEACHER INTERVENTION STRATEGIES ARE EXCELLENT STRATEGIES FOR ALL THE OTHER CHILDREN IN THE CLASS TOO!

How to encourage the development of good listening skills.
Praise children for good listening in the same way you praise them for other achievements. This could be in whispering this to them as you pass, or in praising them publicly in class with a well done or tell parents when you see them. And for really good listening, what about a congratulatory comment in School Assembly or a school award? Give a written comment, “I noticed how well you listened to the instructions before you started this work and it shows” Or award a label that says, “I’m a good listener!”

Practice listening

1) Make sure they have something interesting to listen to! Never drone on about nothing, filling in and wasting time. Be precise and succinct when giving verbal instructions, be inventive and flamboyant when encouraging pupils to have fun listening to the colour of the spoken language. Use your voice as an instrument, varying the speed, the volume, the tone. Whisper for a quiet class and shout only for effect. Act out your story with your changing voice. Use accents in dialogue, make fun with alliteration, rhyming words. Make the sound of your voice waken their imagination so that what you say comes alive in their imagination. 

2) Use a sound to call the class to attention, a shaker, a rattle, a drum. Give the children opportunities to practice making the appropriate response to this sound and insist on a good standard of response from everyone by praising those who do it well. Make it fun!
3) Listen to the noises coming in from outside the class room. Discuss the different sounds the children can hear. Encourage rich vocabulary and imagination here. And this could be a good stimulus for creative writing as well as it encouraging fine listening skills.
Arrange sounds for the children to listen to and let them use them as a stimulus for creative writing. A piece of sellophane gently rubbed could inspire stories about the waves on the shore, or could even sound like a parcel being opened and the question, “What’s inside?” Or the teacher could have a range of objects on a table making the noise for each one and trying to get the children to write a story that includes the sounds. A knock on the table top,  block or pebble making footstep sounds, etc etc.

4) Listen to each other. There are times when a change from the sound of the teacher’s voice, to the sound of a friend’s voice in say a sharing news circle, can encourage a new listening motivation in pupils. How often we recognise the child’s listening to flag, only for their motivation to spur into life again when someone else’s voice intervenes! And invent a strategy so that pupils do not interrupt each other. This could be a beanbag given, or gently thrown to the next speaker, with the rule that only the pupil holding the beanbag is allowed to speak.
5). Allow children to enjoy silence! Allow them silent thinking time to plan their work. Too many teachers say, “Get on!” “Haven’t you started yet?” We would need time to think, so why do so many teachers assume that children don’t need thinking time? And when the class is working silently, do not interrupt that silence by reprimanding a child in a way that interrupts the rest of the class! Too many children miss the chance of producing really good quality work, because the teacher interrupts their concentration by loudly reprimanding another child. And be aware of this at the end of tasks, when different children inevitably finish at different times. Do not allow children who have finished first to break the quiet working atmosphere that those still working need in order to finish.

However, I must add that although silence is golden, many children are uncomfortable working in silence and, later on, in the adult workplace, few will have silent workplaces any way. So you choose the sound that pervades the classroom and, if you have the luxury a being able to play a tape or C.D., choose a soothing sound to play in the background. N.B. Do not allow the children to choose the music. They will choose foreground music, when what they are really needing is music that creates a gentle background.
Notice, but never, ever, nag or reprimand a child for not listening before you have asked yourself “Why is he not listening?” This could be done by going through the list above. A reprimand for not listening, I find, does no good and is often the start of the child only being reprimanded again and again, week after week, for the same misdemeanour, but a glance at the list above may well offer the answer once and for all. And this would be of infinite benefit to the child’s learning as well as to the wear and tear on the hard working teacher!
