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ForThese Noisy Times
May Just Be; ‘Huh7’
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of filtering out sound: They needed and
welcomed It. Most of thelr days were spent
in the isolation of a home or fleid without
televislon, telephone. radlo or even neigh-
bors. The sound of distant horses’ hooves
coutd mean mortai danger, and a snappy
harmonica offered the audio pleasure of a
symphony orchestra. When listening was a
matter of survival, there were few more
comforting sounds than human voices.
With little visuai entertainment, people
would patiently listen to itinerant lec-
turers, politiclans or preachers deliver
three- or four-hour perorations. Because
there was no way of replaying speech, If
people didn't hear it when spoken, they
wouid never hear it.

Perhaps the fact that listening was once

a matter of life and death explains why the
educational establishment teaches stu-
dents to read, write and speak, but rarely
to listen. 'We think listening Is Innate. but
it’s not, it’s a skill,” says Kathryn Dindia,
a professor in the department of commun|-
catlon at the Unlversity of Wisconsin In
Milwaukee. 'We spend a huge amount of
our waking hours listening, but we aren't
taught how to do it.” In fact, chlidren's
listening skiifs actually decline as they
grow oider. :

Listening can be taught, experts agree,
but It isn't as easy as it looks. For one
thing, good listening requires that people
banish their own prejudices and try to see
the world through the speaker's eye.
“Whenever we listen thoroughly to an-

other person's ideas, we open ourselves up
to the possibllity that some of our own
Ideas are wrong," wrote R.G. Nichols and
L.A. Stevens In thelr 1957 book, ‘Are You
Listening?* ’
*Ta be a good tistener,”” Ms. Thompson
says, “'you have to forgo your own ego and
put the other person first. You have to shut
off the taiking Inside your own head.’’ That
concept is completely forelgn to many
people, particularly those who are con-
‘stantly surrounded by sycophantic iis-
teners. L L
‘Dlalogues of the Deaf’
"" Yet wanting to be listened to 1s a
unlversal desire:
overemphasize the Immense need humans
have to be really Histened to, to be taken
seriously, to be understood,” wrote the
Swiss psychiatrist Paul Tournler. “Listen
to all the conversations of our world,
between natlons as well as those between
couples. They are for the most part dia-
logues of the deaf."”

The - shortage of
“crowded appointment books for thera-

plsts, psychologists and support groups, '
says Carolyn Gwynn Coakiey, co-author of
the book “Listening,” who teaches semi-
nars on listening. ‘‘People are going else-
where to get the listeners they shouid have
with thelr families or friends." They are
paying for something that was once free.

' Thedeterloration in listening skills also
Lcreates a deadly downward spiral with the
art of speaking. Conversations becoming
dueling or Intersecting monologues or
monologues in the presence of a witness.
Long-winded speakers turn thousands of
business meetings a day Into tests of
mental endurance. “Sometimes people
don’t listen well becanse it's boring," savs
Spring Asher, a partner of Speechworks.
"'Someone says. ‘Good afternoon; i'm glad
to be here today,’ they're just doing this
blah, blah, blah. Yo couid dle. Start with a
story or grab them with a ‘gee whiz' fact.
You have to be a storyteller,”

One of the obvious byproducts of the
Imbalance between tatkers and listeners is
interruption, with three or four people
talking and no one listening. Tunein to any
number of television talk shows and notice
how frequently the participants' voices
“overlap,” as linguists describe Interrupt-
ing. (Obnoxious interrupting is called ‘'un-
Cooperative overlap.”) ““The idea Is to be
aggressive and competitive," says Sam

listeners means
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The Crucial Question

N'éTs—on. director of debate at the Univer-
slty of Rochester in New York. “If It's more
ilke a fight, it's more like a sporting event, .
and as spectators we enjoy it more. it's
more exciting." BT S -

, Talk-Show Strategy
. Rick Davis, senlor executive producer
of the Washington taik show *Crossfire,"
has a different analogy. If four friends go
out to dinner, and they have differing
views on a topic they all know something
about, there will naturally be times when
everyone's talking, he says. ‘‘Most peopie
aren't used to seeing that on televislon, but
they're used to seeing It In reai fife, We
don't totally dlscourage interruption be-
cause it's natural, but we know viewers
don't fike it when everyone Is talking at the
same time.” Adds Amy Rosenblum, co-
producer of the “Sally Jessy Raphael
Show,"” “A guest who can't interruptisn'ta
good guest for a talk show. We only try to
stop it when there's cross talk, when guest
one Is talking about his Infidelity while
guest two Is talking about hls mother-in-
law.”

Mr. Davis is absolutely correct that
there is a ot of Interrupting going on
around the nation’s dinner tabjes. “We
have become a nation of interrupters,”
5ays Ms. Thompson of Alverno Coliege.
“At our house we warn new frlends to be
careful because we treat conversation like
a competitive sport. The first one to take a
breath is considered the listener."

That's true In many business meetings,
too. when severat people may be vying for ]
the boss's attention, and none much cares
what his or her competltors are saying,
‘‘People want to take credit for things,”
Mr. Nelson says. “If you're the flrst person -
to get It out, It's yours. So. you go into the
meeting thinking, ‘I'm going to get this out
i Itkiiis me.’ ** That also helps expiain the
disappearance of the pause from many
people’s speech. A pause slgnals that you
have'a senge of confidence,” Ms. Cham-
bers says. “I hear women say they're
scared to pause because people will jump )
In and they'li lose controt,”

Gender differences In speaking and
listening have been & popular topic of
research in recent years, with the con-
sensus generally belng that women are
more sympathetic listeners than men and
their Intérruptions more supportive than

intrusive. Men's conversation tends to be
an exchange of Information, and they

ki

“It Is impossible to -

reach their polnt more quickly. In male-fe-

. male conversations, men tend to dominate
by speaking more. But, writes Deborah
Tannen, author of "'You Just Don't Under-
stand,” men dominating conversations "is
not always the resuit of an intentlon to
dominate."

Becoming a good listener carries some
risks. Taikers attach themselves to lis-
teners like barnacies to boats, and detach-
Ing them Isn't easy. How do the experts
handie the predatory prattler? Mr. Stei|
advocates a pollte but firm, “I'm sorry, 1'd
love to taik more, but I have work to do."*
Other people carry headsets, often at-
tached to nothing, as a defensive weapon,
Ms. Coakley, the author, suggests some-
thing like, *‘At this point, I really can't he
the listener I want to be and feel you
need.” To a nonstap talker on the teje-
phone, Ms. Bentiey recommends, *'I know
you're busy, so I won't keep you any
longer.* Depending on your refationship
with the speaker, 5ay all the experts, at
some point it may be appropriate to say,
“Get to the polnt."

The point Is this: The world needs more

listeners, people llke the world-fa-
mous listener Jacqueline Onassis. And like
the Bill Clinton character In Joe Klein's
“Primary Colors,” whose “big ears" |js-
tened so aggressively it was as if “'he were
hearing quicker than You can get the wnrds
out, as If he were sucking the Information
out of you.” A good listerer has an ani-
mated face, makes €ye contact and pays
attention to the hundreds of nonverbai
! cites that orchestrate the typical discus-
sion.
t "Think about keeping the tennis ball in
I play," Ms. Chambers Says. “You're not
ttryving to lob It over the other one's head,
and you're not trying to kill it. But vou re
“also not trying to keep it golng so long that
'no one gets the point. Each side gives
I somethine. each side oate enmarhinm




