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Pretend you’re a real estate agent, showing a five million dollar home to a nationally known sports star.  This sports star and his beautiful actress wife really like the house.  If the sale is made, the commission will allow you to buy a new luxury car and pay off a lot of bills.

As the sale is about to be closed, the athlete’s cell phone rings and his smile turns to a frown.  He has just been traded and will be leaving town.  He relays the message to his wife who breaks down and cries.  Question: how old is the real estate person?

Give up?  It’s not a trick.  You might want to re-read the scenario.  It says pretend you are a real estate sales person.  So how old are you? 

Okay, it was a trick, but no trickier than listening to your clients whether you’re on the phone or in person.  Listening is an art, not a science.  While we usually can hear prospects or clients, the real question is if we’re really listening to them.

You might think listening is easy.  After all, doesn't everybody listen?  Listening isn’t the same as hearing.  Think about a commercial for a product you have no interest in.  It’s easy to tune that information out, isn’t it?

Hearing is one thing, but listening is another.  While it’s easy to hear what the client or prospect says, great service begins with great listening skills.  Here are our six steps to becoming a better listener:

Tip #1 - Decide to be a Better Listener: In school, you’re taught to read, write, do math, and dozens of other topics.  But in all my schooling, I don’t ever recall having a course on listening.  Yet as we all know, listening is a crucial skill.  The first step is all about you – your personal commitment to becoming a better listener.  You need to decide to be a better listener. 

Tip # 2 - Welcome the Client or Prospect: Be overtly friendly.  By being obviously friendly and welcoming the person, it immediately sets the stage to let the caller know that you’re interested and actively listening.  One effective way to show you're listening is to say, “You've come to the right place.”

Tip #3 - Concentrate: Your mind processes information much faster than the normal rate of speech and therefore, you half-listen and do other things too.  Your brain tends to solve other problems, to think about what you’re going to say next, other calls you need to make, lunch plans, or a host of other activities. 

The mind needs to be disciplined to pay full attention to others and to listen closely.  Even when you try to listen closely, little things can distract you, like a regional accent, someone who speaks too rapidly, or when the prospect is discussing a topic you don’t find interesting.  It’s easy to be distracted by many things, but don't let that happen.  Concentrate instead.

Tip #4 - Keep An Open Mind: We'd go a long way toward curing the problem of poor listening habits by not interrupting people.  By carefully listening and letting them finish their thoughts, you hear them out completely and avoid jumping to conclusions.

Also, remember the difference between a fact and an assumption.  A statement of fact is normally made after an observation.  An assumption can be made any time – before, during, or after an observation (or with no observation at all).

We want to operate as closely as we can with facts rather than assumptions.  A good listener tries to stay objective and not be judgmental.  Try not to let personal impressions modify what you hear.  Remember to keep an open mind.

Tip #5 - Give Feedback That You’re Listening: Often, when the person on the other end of the line doesn't give you feedback, you think you've been disconnected.  Remember, with the phone there are no visual signals.  Too much silence gives the impression you're not listening.

Even when you're thinking or looking for something, you need to send feedback through a variety of short replies acknowledging the caller.  Give them a spoken signal that you're receiving the message.  Phrases like “bear with me while I look that up,” or “let's see what the notes say,” are good examples.  Also, use a variety of replies, not repeating one word like okay, okay, okay.

Tip #6 - Make Notes While You Listen and Review Notes with the Caller: This is basic, but it’s very important.  Document key words as people talk – their name, what they need, and any follow-up items.  Please don’t take a chance on forgetting when it’s so easy to make a note.

If the caller gives you extra information, eliminate the unnecessary bits that can be safely discarded.  Whether you’re taking a telephone message, helping a client, or talking to a prospect, repeat and paraphrase the key information to be sure you’ve got it correct.  It lets the caller know you’ve really listened.

*****

Intonation and Stress: Key to Understanding and Being Understood

Try this short exercise

Say this sentence aloud and count how many seconds it takes. 

The beautiful Mountain appeared transfixed in the distance.

Time required? Probably about 5 seconds. Now, try speaking this sentence aloud.

He can come on Sundays as long as he doesn't have to do any homework in the evening.

Time required? Probably about 5 seconds.

Wait a minute the first sentence is much shorter than the second sentence!

The beautiful Mountain appeared transfixed in the distance
He can come on Sundays as long as he doesn't have to do any homework in the evening

You are only partially right!


This simple exercise makes a very important point about how we speak and use English. Namely, English is considered a stressed language while many other languages are considered syllabic. What does that mean? It means that, in English, we give stress to certain words while other words are quickly spoken (some students say eaten!). In other languages, such as French or Italian, each syllable receives equal importance (there is stress, but each syllable has its own length). 

Many speakers of syllabic languages don't understand why we quickly speak, or swallow, a number of words in a sentence. In syllabic languages each syllable has equal importance, and therefore equal time is needed. English however, spends more time on specific stressed words while quickly gliding over the other, less important, words.

Let's look at a simple example: the modal verb "can". When we use the positive form of "can" we quickly glide over the can and it is hardly pronounced.

They can come on Friday. (stressed words underlined)

On the other hand, when we use the negative form "can't" we tend to stress the fact that it is the negative form by also stressing "can't". 

They can't come on Friday. 

As you can see from the above example the sentence, "They can't come on Friday" is longer than "They can come on Friday" because both the modal "can't" and the verb "come" are stressed. 

So, what does this mean for my speaking skills?

Well, first of all, you need to understand which words we generally stress and which we do not stress. Basically, stress words are considered CONTENT WORDS such as

· Nouns e.g. kitchen, Peter

· (most) principal verbs e.g. visit, construct

· Adjectives e.g. beautiful, interesting

· Adverbs e.g. often, carefully



Non-stressed words are considered FUNCTION WORDS such as

· Determiners e.g. the, a, some, a few

· Auxiliary verbs e.g. don't, am, can, were

· Prepositions e.g. before, next to, opposite

· Conjunctions e.g. but, while, as

· Pronouns e.g. they, she, us


Let's return to the beginning example to demonstrate how this affects speech. 

The beautiful Mountain appeared transfixed in the distance. (14 syllables)

He can come on Sundays as long as he doesn't have to do any homework in the evening. (22 syllables)

Even though the second sentence is approximately 30% longer than the first, the sentences take the same time to speak. This is because there are 5 stressed words in each sentence. From this example, you can see that you needn't worry about pronouncing every word clearly to be understood (we native speakers certainly don't). You should however, concentrate on pronouncing the stressed words clearly. 

Now, do some listening comprehension or go speak to your native English speaking friends and listen to how we concentrate on the stressed words rather than giving importance to each syllable. You will soon find that you can understand and communicate more because you begin to listen for (and use in speaking) stressed words. All those words that you thought you didn't understand are really not crucial for understanding the sense or making yourself understood. Stressed words are the key to excellent pronunciation and understanding of English.

I hope this short introduction to the importance of stress in English will help you to improve your understanding and speaking skills. Make sure to come to our chat lessons on Monday and Thursday evening to discuss these and other ideas. Email for any suggestions or topics that you would like to work on in the future. 

*****
Listening Is a Master Skill
Listening is rarely taught in schools because educators (along with almost everyone else) assume listening is tantamount to breathing -- automatic. But effective listening is a skill. Like any other skill, competency in listening is achieved through learning and practice. The scarcity of good listeners is self-perpetuating; if you didn't have good listeners to learn from and (especially) models to emulate, you probably didn't master this "master" skill. Instead, you learned whatever passed for listening in your environment: distracted half-attention, constant interruptions, multi-layered, high-volume, talk-fest free-for-alls with little listening at all. 

Barriers to Listening
Listening takes time or, more accurately, you have to take time to listen. A life programmed with back-to-back commitments offers little leeway for listening. Similarly, a mind constantly buzzing with plans, dreams, schemes and anxieties is difficult to clear. Good listening requires the temporary suspension of all unrelated thoughts -- a blank canvas. In order to become an effective listener, you have to learn to manage what goes on in your own mind. Technology, for all its glorious gifts, has erected new barriers to listening. Face-to-face meetings and telephone conversations (priceless listening opportunities) are being replaced by email and the sterile anonymity of electronic meeting rooms. Meanwhile television continues to capture countless hours that might otherwise be available for conversation, dialogue, and listening.

Other barriers to listening include:

worry, fear, anger, grief and depression
individual bias and prejudice
semantics and language differences
noise and verbal "clutter"

preoccupation, boredom and shrinking attention spans
Listening Out Loud
A good listener is not just a silent receptacle, passively receiving the thoughts and feelings of others. To be an effective listener, you must respond with verbal and nonverbal cues which let the speaker know -- actually prove -- that you are listening and understanding. These responses are called feedback.

Verbal feedback works best when delivered in the form of brief statements, rather than questions. (Your questions usually get answered if you wait.) Statements allow you to paraphrase and reflect what you've heard, which affirms the speaker's success at communicating and encourages the speaker to elaborate further or delve more deeply into the topic. Meaningful exchanges are built on feedback.

In order to accurately feed back a person's thoughts and feelings, you have to be consciously, actively engaged in the process of listening. Hearing a statement, you create a mental model, vicariously experiencing what the speaker is describing, feeling the speaker's feelings through the filters of your own humanity and experience.

Ten Steps to Effective Listening
Face the speaker and maintain eye contact.

Be attentive yet relaxed.

Keep an open mind.

Listen to the words and try to picture what the speaker is saying.

Don't interrupt and don't impose your "solutions."

Wait for the speaker to pause to ask clarifying questions.

Ask questions only to ensure understanding of something that has been said (avoiding questions that disrupt the speaker's train of thought).

Try to feel what the speaker is feeling.

Give the speaker regular feedback, e.g., summarize, reflect feelings, or simply say "uh huh."

Pay attention to what isn't said -- to feelings, facial expressions, gestures, posture, and other nonverbal cues.

Listening is a precious gift -- the gift of time. It helps build relationships, solve problems, ensure understanding, resolve conflicts, and improve accuracy. At work, effective listening means fewer errors and less wasted time. At home, it helps develop resourceful, self-reliant kids who can solve their own problems. Listening builds friendships and careers. It saves money and marriages.

More Listening Tips
Mentally screen out distractions, like background activity and noise. In addition, try not to focus on the speaker's accent or speech mannerisms to the point where they become distractions. Finally, don't be distracted by your own thoughts, feelings, or biases.

When listening for long stretches, focus on (and remember) key words and issues.

When dealing with difficult people, spend more time listening than speaking.

When in doubt about whether to listen or speak, keep listening.

